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1
Introduction

Olga Kravets ,  Pau l ine Mac laran,  
Steven Mi les   and Al lad i  Venkatesh

The question of consumer culture emerged as a major focus of research in the 1990s, 
partly in response to the Conservative governments of the 1980s’ political emphasis 
on consumption and the resurging critique of consumerism. Titles such as The 
Consumer Society (Baudrillard, 1998), Consumer Culture and Postmodernism 
(Featherstone, 1998), The World of Consumption (Fine and Leopold, 1993), Consumer  
Culture (Lury, 1996) and Consumer Culture and Modernity (Slater, 1997) are among 
the recognised classics that defined the contours of the subject. Consumer culture has 
now established itself as a core concern across the social sciences, the humani-
ties and business studies. In such a rich and contested cross-disciplinary arena, there 
is no one accepted definition of what the term ‘consumer culture’ means, and how it 
is understood varies as widely as the many disciplines that pursue the phenomena of 
consumer and consumption in a society. The disciplinary engagements diverge in 
their concerns with regard to the social, cultural, aesthetic, political, economic and 
ethical aspects and implications of consumption. Broadly speaking, however, con-
sumer culture is used to refer to the intensification of consumerism along with 
increasing prominence of consumption as social, cultural and economic activity that 
has come about with free-market capitalism and that is characteristic of late moder-
nity, or what many refer to as postmodernity. The term also refers to the significance 
of the market in governing social worlds, including through beliefs, values, and 
meanings created around commodities and acts of consumption in relation to life-
style and identity. As Roberta Sassatelli (2007: 193) astutely observed, the term is 
‘imprecise and analytically wanting’. It intends to capture an abstract notion that in 
the current political economic system, the sphere of consumption is overriding the 
relations of production in ordering society as a whole. Also, the term’s use often 
implies the idea that there is in fact a variety of socio-historically situated and differ-
ently institutionalised consumer cultures. What is more, the term aims to describe 
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actual mundane individual and collective consumer practices from buying to fanta-
sising about goods, as well as the commercial practices that shape and facilitate 
everyday consumption. In Consumer Culture: History, Theory and Politics, Sassatelli 
(2007) teases out these diverse levels of the notion, and, most notably, offers a com-
prehensive overview of the genesis and development of consumer society as a dis-
tinctive kind of society. In particular, drawing on an impressive array of theoretical 
and empirical work, she carefully outlines how consumer culture was brought about 
by popular, social-scientific, and institutional discourses and activity around the 
main dichotomies of production versus consumption, rationality versus irrationality, 
and freedom versus oppression. This volume aims to complement such definitive 
work by bringing together multiple, often conflicting in terms of basic assumptions, 
disciplinary approaches to studying consumer culture, thereby demarcating the sub-
ject thematically, methodologically and epistemologically. The goal here is to pro-
vide an instructive resource for scholars and students, from whatever discipline in 
which the key dimensions of consumer culture are critically discussed.

The Handbook emerges from the proposition that the breadth and diversity of con-
sumer culture which overlaps several disciplines, including business studies, econom-
ics, sociology, anthropology, cultural and media studies, psychology, geography, history 
and politics, has not been fully enough explored. Above all, a divide persists between 
those approaching consumer culture as a psycho-economic phenomenon (e.g., psychol-
ogy and behavioural economics) with a focus on decision-making patterns, and those 
who seek to understand consumer culture from a social scientific perspective (e.g., 
sociology and anthropology) with an emphasis on cultural meanings and sociality. 
Yet, most theories emanating from sociological or anthropological sources fail to take 
account of the market and the marketing system itself. They tend to look at the social 
categories of consumers or marketing output (advertising and promotional materials), 
largely ignoring the institutional dynamics of markets and that many interactions take 
place between consumers and marketers. In contrast, business scholars have tended 
until recently to focus on the micro aspects of the consumer-marketer exchange process 
and marketing practices, often bracketing considerations of a broader context. Given 
such divergent foci, it is scarcely surprising that business scholars, social scientists and 
humanities scholars remain largely unaware of each other’s work on consumer culture. 
The Handbook seeks to bridge this divide by bringing together scholars from across the 
relevant disciplines and inviting a critical reflection on perspectives, assumptions and 
methods privileged within their respective approaches to consumer culture.

In the past three decades, the rise of neoliberal ideology and associated policies not 
only translated into an ever greater expansion of market logic into various spheres of 
social, cultural and personal life, but also exalted the ‘consumer’ as a primary form of 
agency in society (Harvey, 2005). Increasingly people are addressed primarily as con-
sumers across social domains and institutions, including education, health care, and 
politics, and often accept unquestionably market solutions for social ills and improve-
ments. A great plethora of mundane activities, forms of self-expression, and enjoy-
ment are now coded as consumption (Graeber, 2011). Indeed, ideals of happiness and 
a good life for an individual, as well as prosperity and democracy for a society, are 
articulated predominantly in terms of consumer choice, consumer spending and con-
sumer satisfaction. Accordingly, studies of consumers by business scholars, previously 
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dominated by micro-economic- and cognitive-psychology-inspired approaches, seek 
to place consumers within their social worlds and to unpack cultural aspects of iden-
tity and group formation (Fitchett et al., 2014). This macro viewpoint conceptualises 
consumers as socially connected beings who seek to explore, identify and experience 
the world through consumption, rather than merely as rational, economic agents, who 
carefully process the information around potential purchase decisions. Attention has 
now shifted to how consumers actually behave in their everyday lives, and to the sub-
jective, emotional and social dimensions of consumption (Bocock, 1993). Although 
this shift highlights the need for cross-disciplinary approaches to consumer culture, 
these studies have rarely reached a broader non-business audience. Similarly, scholars 
from social science and humanities backgrounds have appeared sceptical of more 
business-oriented approaches for fear of selling out and compromising the scientific 
status of their work. Consequently, this current volume seeks to bring different dis-
ciplines into a conversation with each other and showcase the range and variety of 
consumer-culture-related scholarship. The contributions illuminate various aspects of 
consumer culture through the juxtaposition of primary interests and key perspectives 
on consumption within distinct fields of study. As such, the collection foregrounds 
disciplinary strengths and competences as well as exposing the disciplinary biases 
and blind spots that hinder building a holistic understanding of consumer culture.

The Handbook consists of six key sections, each containing specific disciplinary 
foci. Recognising that disciplinary boundaries are often a matter of structural arrange-
ments, reward and funding systems, the division into sections is based mainly on a 
disciplinary perspective reflected in a contribution, rather than authors’ institutional 
affiliations. We open with sociology and introduce approaches that have proved foun-
dational in conceptualising the notion of consumer culture. The second part considers 
consumer cultures in historic and anthropologic perspectives across various geogra-
phies, especially in countries like Russia and China that provide contrasting contexts 
to the accepted western capitalist model of markets. The third part covers contempo-
rary thinking in business studies from an interpretive consumer research perspective. 
This body of scholarship borrows theories from both sociology and anthropology to 
look at the intertwining of marketing activities with consumer culture. Part 4 draws 
on media and cultural studies to focus on aspects of representation and the subjec-
tivities created through acts of consumption. The fifth part explores object-subject 
relations and materiality in consumer culture, showing that objects have agency also 
and are not just empty containers into which we as consumers pour meaning. We 
conclude the volume with a section on the politics of consumption to highlight and 
interrogate the increasing intensification of neoliberal ideology and the logics of late 
capitalism that define consumer culture today.

ParT 1: soCiology oF ConsumPTion

The first section discusses the emergence of consumer culture and, indeed, the emer-
gence of research into its development. There is a historical thread running through 
the section, as contributors consider classic sociological theories of consumption and 
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reflect on changes in the approaches and scope in studying consumer culture. Each 
of the four chapters illustrates how social structures, relations and values are repro-
duced and constructed in everyday life through practices and places of consumption. 
A range of arenas of consumption, food, art, financial services, public goods and 
elements of class and consumer subjectivity are thus considered through this lens.

The opening chapter sets the scene with a discussion of the emergence of mod-
ern consumer culture. Steven Miles documents how the nature of consumption has 
changed over the last twenty years, bringing a heightened individualisation and 
sense of precarity that in turn fuels a quest for community and experiences that fill 
a perceived void. He considers key conceptual developments that have significantly 
impacted on the field of sociology, such as prosumption, authenticity and online forms 
of consumption. Using Airbnb as a case study, he undertakes an in-depth exploration 
of the tensions created by these developments and teases out their implications for 
studies of consumption.

Given the increasing complexities of consumer culture, Ben Fine, Kate Bayliss 
and Mary Robertson argue for more sophisticated and interdisciplinary theoretical 
perspectives. To this end they detail the systems of provision (SoP) approach to con-
sumer culture, an approach that looks at the full chain of activities underpinning the 
material production and cultural significance of different goods. Using this theoreti-
cal lens, the authors then explore two largely ignored areas, namely the privatisation 
of public goods and financialisation, the proliferation of which is implicated in the 
consolidation of new neoliberal subjectivities. Overall, by analysing consumption 
within the chain of processes and structures around it, the SoP approach allows for 
more nuanced understanding, including policy impact and outcomes.

In ‘The Making of the Consumer’ Marie-Emmanuelle Chessel and Sophie Dubuisson-
Quellier also set consumption in its wider context, this time by taking an historic per-
spective. Their chapter documents the ways in which market actors, the State and civil 
society, as well as consumers themselves, have contributed to the social making of 
consumers. As part of this analysis, the authors unpack how representations of the con-
sumer are rooted in specific political or moral projects and show that consumption is a 
social and political practice with an impact way beyond the domestic sphere.

The final chapter in this section foregrounds a key concern of sociology, namely 
class inequalities and, more specifically, how consumption delineates class. Jessica 
Paddock revisits Bourdieu’s treatise on distinction before discussing key modifica-
tions of this work and accompanying debates around the erosion of distinction implied 
by the increasing choice in consumer goods. She then interrogates contemporary 
practices of distinction, encapsulated in the phenomenon of cultural omnivorousness, 
and reflects on how the impetus towards sustaining class differences persists across 
fields of consumption such as art, music, home décor and food.

ParT 2: geograPhies oF Consumer CulTures

The second part is inherently concerned with context, recognising that consumer 
cultures differ considerably from place to place, while also acknowledging a central 
role of consumption in societies and regions across the world. All the chapters attend 
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to the historic and geographic diversity of consumer cultures, elucidating the diver-
gence and convergence of consumption practices, as well as the political-economic 
and ethical implications thereof in an unevenly globalised world.

In ‘Debunking the Myths of Global Consumer Culture’ Güliz Ger and colleagues 
methodically unpick taken-for-granted assumptions to reveal ideological blind spots 
common to studies of global consumer culture. The authors highlight the need to 
historicise both the process of globalisation and seemingly global consumption 
practices. The chapter calls attention to inequalities at play in local/foreign cultural 
encounters and the persisting reification of us/other boundaries in many consumer 
studies. In the main, the authors argue for a critical approach that is reflexive of the 
ways research into global markets and consumption might ‘sanctify neo-colonial and 
neoliberal might and boundaries’ across geographies.

Taking up this challenge, Olga Gurova opens her chapter with the question of 
whether it is appropriate to apply categories such as ‘consumer culture’, ‘consumer 
society’ and ‘culture of consumption’ to consumption in socialist Russia. With the 
significance of historical context upheld, she outlines the main dimensions of social-
ist consumer consumption, thereby lending support to the idea of a multiplicity of 
consumer cultures created along the diverse paths towards modernity that various 
regions have followed.

In the next chapter, Sanjay Srivastava focuses on another non-western context, 
this time in relation to urban developments in India and the changing nature of rela-
tionships between the state, citizens and capital. He uses this context to explicate the 
increasingly tangled relations between consumption and self-making that spur the cul-
tures of privatisation and individuation. His ethnographic study aptly traces the shifts 
in the public imagination from savings as a national good to consumption as a personal 
goal, as well highlighting how the spatial transformations that characterise new urban-
ism (e.g., gated communities) are also producing new subjectivities.

In ‘Consumption and Consumer Rights in Contemporary China’ Erika Kuever 
picks up both the previous chapter’s ethnographic perspective and its concern with 
the role of a state in a consumer culture. She offers a rich account of how the Chinese 
party-state promotes consumption through the construction of a consumer welfare 
apparatus, while also producing neoliberal subjects tasked with the responsibility 
of assuring their own safety in a complex and, at times, outright dangerous market.

The final chapter, by Andreas Chatzidakis and Vera Hoelscher, returns us to the 
spatial context of consumption and the domination of cityscapes by various corpo-
rate interests, with their concomitant encroachment on public space. Elaborating on 
movements such as urban gardening and time banks, the authors discuss the ways 
various physical and digital spaces interact to mediate and accelerate consumerism 
as well as shape modes and forces of consumer resistance.

ParT 3: Consumer CulTure sTudies in markeTing

Part 3 provides an overview of scholarship that is often referred to as consumer culture 
theory (CCT) or interpretive consumer research, a research area within the field of 
marketing that illuminates socio-cultural aspects of marketing and consumer behaviour. 
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Chapters in this section illustrate key theoretical frameworks in this subfield by unpack-
ing topics of sustained interest to consumer researchers such as identity construction 
in  the marketplace, gift-giving, market-mediated forms of sociality and consumer 
activism.

Linda Price commences the section by reflecting on the growth of consumer cul-
ture theory in business schools from the 1980s onwards, as part of the neoliberal 
surge that saw the formation of many new scholarly fields. She bases her reflec-
tions on her own participation in the consumer culture theory community, or as she 
describes it, her ‘seat on a sideline’. Reviewing the CCT community’s origin myths, 
she insightfully relates her own experiences of the transition to a socio-cultural focus 
on the consumer, using these to ponder deeper issues around the construction of aca-
demic communities and subfields.

Gretchen Larsen and Maurice Patterson then focus on consumer identity projects, 
highlighting the increasing authority of consumption as it replaces traditional social 
categories. Identity work necessitates the skill to deploy (or resist) products and 
brands in a way that shows understanding of the cultural meanings and discourses 
surrounding them. Thus, as the authors demonstrate, achieving distinction and dif-
ference relies increasingly on an individual’s ability to negotiate the material and 
symbolic offerings of the market. However, identity projects can be precarious and 
there are often limitations placed on consumers to engage in such identity play in the 
first instance. Many market-based choices that offer new aspirational lifestyles, may 
also carry the risk of making mistakes that result in failure or stigma.

Cele Otnes continues this section with another key topic in consumer culture stud-
ies, gift-giving. She tracks the theoretical development of this important body of 
research and how six streams of scholarship shape contemporary understandings of 
gift giving, streams that have both broadened and diluted the definition and scope 
of gift-giving. Using examples of gift exchange stemming from her own kinship and 
friendship circles as a rationale, she proposes reconciling these six streams and puts 
forward a research agenda to reinvigorate gift giving research both in consumer culture 
theory and beyond.

Bernard Cova and Daniele Dalli cover another key theoretical focus in consumer 
culture studies, namely consumer tribes and marketplace subcultures. Whereas tra-
ditional consumer research (from a cognitive psychology and economic perspective) 
has always privileged the individual consumer, Cova and Dalli emphasise the collec-
tive construction of value. They explore George Ritzer’s notion of prosumption in 
this context, arguing that prosumption communities challenge traditional boundaries 
between the market and work.

The final chapter in this section, by Jay Handelman and Eileen Fischer, continues 
this collective emphasis. They concentrate on a fourth major theme in consumer cul-
ture research, consumer activism and how movements mobilise to contest the actions 
of marketers as well as to bring about cultural change. Handelman and Fischer ques-
tion some existing assumptions about activism, arguing that these lead to neglect of 
the contextual characteristics that shape activism. They propose a future research 
agenda that includes examining heterogeneity within activism, as well as broadening 
the categories of actors considered relevant to activism, and looking at social institu-
tions that inform activism.
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ParT 4: Consumer CulTure in media and CulTural sTudies

The fourth section probes into forms, regimes and functions of representations, the 
attendant types of consumer subjectivity, and their positions within contemporary 
socio-economic systems. The chapters in this section focus on a range of representa-
tional enterprises (advertising, social media and marketing research) to discuss the 
ways in which social values, norms and boundaries are established and reproduced, 
contested and ruptured, as images move through the circuits of popular culture.

In the opening chapter, Mehita Iqani posits that contemporary consumer culture 
cannot be conceptualised apart from the media economies, and identifies key theo-
retical and empirical concerns of today’s global ‘mediated consumer culture’. The 
author then argues that in form and content, the media sells consumerism as a set of 
values, while refracting the power dynamics shaped by colonial history and continu-
ing global structural inequality.

Daniela Pirani, Benedetta Cappellini and Vicki Harman discuss advertising and 
its long-standing role in propagating the entrenched gender norms and values. 
Undertaking an analysis of studies on gender roles and food practices, they consider 
the context, as well as the implied gaze, in which the identified representations take 
place. In other words, as they argue, particular contextual conditions give rise to 
certain representations. The authors present an intriguing study of gender characters 
found in food advertising and suggest that the variety notwithstanding, these char-
acters tend to reinforce traditional gender roles and power dynamics in the family.

The themes of gender, power and (self)representation are brought together by 
Rossella Ghigi and Roberta Sassatelli in their chapter exploring the body as a princi-
ple site for the expansion of consumer culture. Building on the authors’ earlier empiri-
cal studies on fitness culture and cosmetic surgery, the chapter provides an important 
reminder about the role played by two contentious dynamics, aesthetisation and ration-
alisation, in fuelling both consumerism and the beauty-cosmetic industrial complex. 
The authors unpack the neoliberal notion of the self as an enterprising project across 
three arenas of body surface modification: fashion, body art and cosmetic surgery.

Continuing the theme of neoliberalisation, Detlev Zwick and Janice Denegri-Knott 
highlight how modern marketing encloses the subject as consumer and the com-
mons as (creative, cognitive, etc.) capital. They argue, therefore that marketing can  
be understood as a technology of enclosure (i.e., plundering the commons) and that 
consumers, acting both individually and socially become a form of resource capture, 
especially through what is termed ‘big data marketing’. The authors illustrate how 
marketing employs various technologies of surveillance, government and entangle-
ment that mask its desire to enclose and control, making it appear to be its exact 
opposite in the eyes of consumers, often claiming to liberate and empower them.

ParT 5: maTerial CulTures oF ConsumPTion

The fifth section looks at the relationship between persons and things, and the pro-
cesses of material articulations in consumer culture. Together the five chapters in this 
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section discuss what defines materialities of consumption and illuminate various 
guises of the material dimensions of socio-symbolic aspects of consumption. 
Overall, the section illustrates how consumer society is constructed through seem-
ingly prosaic material objects, people’s relations to these objects, and practices 
around them (e.g., curating, collecting, gifting, disposing, and so on).

Opening the section, Paul Mullins undertakes a detailed examination of the concept 
of materiality, highlighting key theoretical strands and how the concept of materiality 
avoids subject/object dualisms, as well as problematising the notion of consumer agency. 
Arguing that a material culture perspective extends our knowledge of the ways things 
shape experience, Mullins contends that the notion of materiality pushes scholars to 
systematically examine the bodily, imagined and visual experiences of material things.

The second chapter in this section, by Shona Bettany, interrogates subject/object 
relations more closely, looking at how this long-established dichotomy has been 
treated in interpretive consumer research and exposing some of the political and 
ideological assumptions that endure therein. Bettany’s chapter explores in some 
depth work that challenges those assumptions around three main questions: what is 
agency? what is/becomes an object/subject? and what is a relation? In doing so, she 
foregrounds new theoretical avenues that hold much promise for future insights into 
the materialities of consumer culture.

Then Franck Cochoy and Alexandre Mallard discuss Actor Network Theory 
(ANT) and its contribution to material culture studies. They introduce the concept of 
‘consumer cultivation’ to signify the ways in which consumers are framed by a wide 
range of market actors, including market-things, like shopping trolleys. Based on a 
relational conception of action and an emphasis on innovation, the authors highlight 
the processes through which consumer–product encounters occur, and how this col-
lective work shapes consumption. For these authors, consumption is realised through 
the mutual tasks of shaping products and cultivating consumers.

The fourth chapter by Benoit Heilbrunn gives a very comprehensive overview of 
the many ways that material objects impact on our environment and the different the-
oretical strands that help us understand this impact. Looking at the semanticisation of 
objects, he explores various semiotic, philosophical and anthropological perspectives 
around the symbolic sign systems that objects may convey. The aestheticisation and 
romanticisation of objects play a key role in contemporary consumer culture, with 
design activities increasingly endowing objects with existential values.

The last chapter in this section is by Brett Scott, a campaigner, former broker and 
author of The Heretic’s Guide to Global Finance: Hacking the Future of Money. 
Pondering on the implications of the drive toward a cashless society, he stresses the 
importance of resisting ‘the digital panopticon’ that seeks profit maximisation for the 
few and at the expense of the many who it will exclude.

ParT 6: The PoliTiCs oF Consumer CulTure

The final section cuts across disciplinary boundaries as the authors bring a political 
economy perspective to explore the ways in which markets, commodities and 
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consumers – and the networks of relations in which they are embedded – are a part 
of a political-economic system. What is more, in today’s late capitalist societies, 
social membership is largely defined by one’s consumptive, rather than productive 
role; indeed, according to Bauman (1998), citizenship hinges upon ability to con-
sume, and those who are unable or unwilling to consume are deemed to be failing in 
their civic duty. Building on this understanding that consumption is always already 
politically structured and inextricable from the conditions of production, state poli-
cies and politics, the chapters explore consumption as a site of modern governance 
and discuss the possibilities and limits of political, ethical and generally transforma-
tive praxis through consumer culture.

Stefan Schwarzkopf provides a wide genealogy of the concept of choice, seeking to 
trace the historical, cultural and political circumstances of how choice became reified 
as a social policy aim in its own right. The author clarifies a common conflation of the 
terms ‘choice’ and ‘decision’ before offering a comprehensive historical-philosophical 
account of the meanings and origins of ‘choice’, particularly focusing on how the 
notion acquired a more empowering and proactive meaning – having choice and being 
offered a choice – that underscores its reification as an organising principle in a mod-
ern society. The key insight to be derived from this rich contribution is that the concept 
of choice is the outcome of a deliberate and highly politicised invention.

In ‘Are you Neoliberal Fit?’, Anisha Datta and Indranil Chakraborty note that 
political economy tends to be invoked primarily in the discussions of consumption 
or rather ‘feeding’ the poorest populations of this world. Yet, the authors state, 
to understand today’s consumerism along with such ‘bizarre phenomena’ as 
produce  wastage on an industrial scale by food manufacturers, researchers must 
interrogate the ideology and discourses that define the consumption cultures of the 
middle classes. The authors then proceed to explicate ‘a neoliberal self’, a mode of 
subjectivity effectuated by the neoliberal structural and policy changes, and discuss 
attendant patterns of consumption and the ever worrying individualisation of life 
that these patterns enact.

The next chapter considers the possibilities of systemic transformation in the 
context of sustainability, as it increasingly turns into an institutional economic doc-
trine from being mainly a social concern. Pierre McDonagh, William Kilbourne and 
Andrea Prothero argue that the political aspects of consumption become notable 
under conditions of limits to economic growth. Thus, framing sustainability as a mere 
trend, even if a mega one, constrains understanding of its significance and impact. 
They propose a new political economy approach as a way to capture and examine the 
politics of sustainability as an economic doctrine.

In the current political climate marked by the rise of populist nationalism, Eleftheria 
Lekakis’s ‘Buying into the Nation: The Politics of Consumption and Nationalism’ 
is particularly resonant. She urges us to critically interrogate the popular wielding 
of consumption as a political tool to fight injustices, arguing that it can be used to 
advance conservative, nationalistic politics just as effectively as to express progres-
sive political sentiments. The author goes on to systematically unpack the relation-
ship between nationalism and consumption, and outlines the four key areas of study: 
ethnocentric consumption, economic nationalism, consumer nationalism, and com-
mercial nationalism.
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The Handbook closes with a chapter by Alan Bradshaw who offers a useful exposi-
tion of the construction of the consumer in consumer culture research. In order to do 
this he revisits debates on the consumer as manipulated dupe versus the consumer as 
liberated identity-seeker. Then, introducing us to two new texts on the topic, one by 
Holly Lewis and the other by Alison Hume, he discusses how neither side in these 
debates is convincing and that both serve to mystify and naturalise broader class 
antagonisms. In conclusion, Bradshaw shows how analysing a commodity trail can 
reveal hidden labour in supply chains that can be used to imagine new forms of global 
solidarity.

ConClusion

We hope this Handbook provides scholars and students with a substantive reference 
point from which to further develop their interest in consumer culture. The sections 
included here present a broad audit of the major paradigms, key topics, and varying 
concerns pertaining to the subject, and set these within their socio-historical contexts 
and background disciplines. Many contributions draw on the latest research and 
thinking, demonstrating a remarkable breadth of empirical contexts and depths of 
ideas in the myriad world of consumer culture studies. The volume reflects contem-
porary debates – for example, implicating the study of consumption and the con-
sumer within the current political economy and neoliberal ideology therein – and 
many contributors point out the areas requiring future research, as well as consider-
ing how the field overall is likely to develop. The Handbook is by no means an 
exhaustive compilation of material on the subject, instead it is intended to be a cul-
tural panopticon, offering a view over a wide range of discussions on consumer 
culture across swathes of the humanities, social sciences, and business studies.
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Sociology of Consumption



This page intentionally left blank



2
The Emergence of 

Contemporary Consumer 
Culture

Steven Mi les

The sociology of consumption perhaps reached something of a zenith in the late 
1990s to early 2000s. At least the case for arguing that consumption was worthy of 
critical sociological investigation in its own right appeared to have, to all intents and 
purposes, been won. The sociology of consumption was the product of the realiza-
tion that consumption shapes social relations and social meanings in as fundamental 
a way as production. It was upon this basis that consumption established itself as a 
legitimate focus for the sociological imagination, and a whole raft of books, articles 
and conceptual contributions reflected as much (see for example Edwards, 2000; 
Miles, 1998; Slater, 1997). In practice the significance of consumption as a focus for 
sociological exploration was often manifested around notions of identity: in other 
words the sociological significance of consumption was often addressed either 
directly or indirectly through the role it played in relation to the construction of an 
individual’s identity in the broader context of the relationship between structure and 
agency. Yet new forms of consumption, notably online, have helped to blur the nature 
of this relationship even further. As such, the time is clearly ripe to take stock and 
reflect upon what scholars of consumption more generally can learn from both the 
insights and oversights of the sociology of consumption.

The first thing to note about consumption, as this collection indicates so graphically, 
is that it is a quintessentially cross-disciplinary phenomenon, so in that sense singling 
out the purely sociological is a counter-productive task. No single discipline can, of 
course, claim to present the authoritative account of consumption. And yet, on the other 
hand, as a sociologist I would like to make particular claims for the benefits to be had 
from adopting a sociological perspective on the consuming experience. In what follows, 
rather than claiming I have my fingers on the pulse of where exactly the sociology of 
consumption currently situates itself (for this is not something ‘it’ claims to do in any 
kind of a unified fashion), I want to consider some key conceptual developments in the 
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sociology of consumption, namely around prosumption, authenticity and online forms 
of consumption, before reflecting specifically on Airbnb, as a means of understanding 
some of the key tensions of what it means to be a consumer in the twenty-first century. 
In short, in what follows I will argue that the consumption experience tells us something 
important about the basis upon which our society operates and how our sense of our 
selves is compromised in the process.

ConsumPTion, The digiTal and individualizaTion

The nature of consumption can be said to have changed profoundly in the course of 
the last twenty years. A primary cause of this change is undoubtedly the sheer 
presence of the digital in our everyday lives. For example, Stillerman (2015) notes that 
more than a billion people purchased a smartphone worldwide in 2013 or, in other 
words, smartphones are owned by at least 1 in 7 of the world’s population. But it isn’t 
simply the fact that consumers own such products in such vast numbers that is 
sociologically interesting. What’s more important is the changing ways in which 
consumers consume. In this context Asano (2013) discusses the way in which the 
mobile phone and the internet radically changed both the way in which young people 
communicate and how it is they consume to the extent that they have produced what 
can be described as a ‘full-time intimate community’ in which virtual relationships are 
permanently ‘on’ and accessible. We consume our devices and these devices, in effect, 
determine who it is we are and how we relate to the world around us. Mobile phones, 
from this point of view encourage a particular pursuit of pleasure, and young people, 
in particular, reap the status or cultural capital associated with belonging to particular 
consumption communities. Consumption effectively becomes community. Gaming is 
a good example of how this process works and yet of the paradoxes it entails. Brock 
(2017) thus talks about how the consumption of games, rightly or wrongly, tends to 
be described as a rational escape from reality or as some kind of attempt to relieve 
oneself from the harsh realities of everyday life and how such analyses may 
underestimate the complex inner worlds and self–other relationships that have such a 
complex and profound impact on the consuming experience. The point here is that 
such communities have significant implications not just for the society in which we 
live, but importantly for how the individual consumer relates to that society.

The (arguably illusory) community-giving dimensions of new forms of consump-
tion are possible insofar as the use of the media itself has become invisible (see Bjur 
et al., 2014) in the sense that how consumers use mobile phones, for example, has 
become so integrated into the way that we live that we, as consumers, barely notice it. 
The above reflects a broader process, reminiscent of the work of Baudrillard (1983) 
perhaps, in which we increasingly depend upon mediated representations of reality, 
despite being well aware that the content of such representations is essentially faked. 
As such, authenticity becomes ‘a currency in the communicative relation between 
producers and audiences’ (Enli, 2015: 1). This opens up the possibilities for con-
sumption as an ever more ideological entity. In other words, the more we as consum-
ers feel that consumption provides us with the choice to escape, the more we are tied 
to the system from which we are escaping.
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The new forms of consumption that are available appear to accentuate the above 
process. They are often experiential in nature. So for example, the experience of visit-
ing an Apple Store has long been about far more than just buying an Apple product. 
Such stores do not even offer a counter where the consumer would traditionally be 
expected to make their purchase. In a sense when you enter the Apple Store (or you 
could argue even when you are tapping on the Apple keyboard as I am as we speak) 
you are entering an Apple theme park in which the logical outcome is your reasser-
tion of your belonging to the (less than) exclusive Apple family. Such developments 
can be said to reflect the pronouncements of Pine and Gilmore (1999) who argued 
that in difficult economic times the best way to create added value is to create experi-
ences that consumers interpret as individuals: the individual pays more for something 
that he or she feels and experiences personally. A good example of this is the recent 
gaming-related leisure trend for ‘Escape Rooms’. Get locked up in a room for an 
hour, meet the challenge of various puzzles physical trials and escape from the place 
you didn’t need to be locked up in in the first place. You, the consumer, effectively 
become the actor in your own play and you construct a memorable commodified 
experience in the process. What’s sociologically interesting about all this is that you 
are pulled in by the experience of something unique that isn’t unique at all. Consumer 
capitalism has reinvented itself in such a way that the consumer is apparently the 
perpetuator of his or her own ideological demise.

It’s in light of the constant reinvention of consumerism as a way of life that Ogino 
(2013) therefore talks about how the consumer society ‘is no longer the precursor of 
a new society’ but is now the very root of society itself’ (p. 105) and goes on to dis-
cuss this transition in the context of Japanese internet and manga cafes which provide 
many, often jobless, individuals with a communication-based identity – a place, built 
upon consumption, where they feel that they belong. In this sense, consumption is no 
less significant to a person’s identity than it may or may not have been back in the 
late 1990s when the sociology of consumption was arguably in its prime. Indeed, it 
could be argued that the ability of consumption to help us feel part of something is 
ever more insidious. There is a far greater range of ways to belong, most noticeably 
online. The question is whether or not to feel like you belong to a virtual group (or 
indeed one based around a café) constitutes any kind of belonging at all and indeed 
whether this sense of belonging is necessitated precisely because our society offers 
fewer ‘authentic’ means of establishing this sense of belonging. What appears to have 
changed then is the way that relationships around consumption are constructed, to 
the extent that Ogino argues, consumption is now part and parcel of an everyday 
human survival strategy. In other words, what constitutes ‘the right to live’ has radi-
cally changed in contemporary society. As such, internet and manga cafes are not in 
themselves a problem, they constitute a coping mechanism we use to deal with the 
demands society puts on us as individuals. We are obliged to partake in the worlds that 
consumption provides for us. They provide an escape, but that escape does no more 
than intensify our dependence on the freedoms that consumption allegedly provides.

Perhaps the best way of understanding the above transition is through an under-
standing of the process of individualization which might well be said to be at the 
core of the consumer ‘society’: the process by which intermediate social groups 
such as the workplace, family, religion and class are increasingly weakened. This 
weakening creates a situation in which an individual’s everyday experience becomes 
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increasingly precarious. The responsibility for his or her existence falls more and 
more squarely on his or her own shoulders. His or her life becomes more and more a 
personal responsibility. For Roland Robertson (2013) individuals’ lives have become 
riskier due to the influences of globalization and the effect of neoliberal politics. The 
problem here is that the process of individualization, and the role that consumption 
plays therein, has indeed unleashed the individual. This is certainly anxiety-inducing 
in the example of nursing care provision, for example, creating all kinds of uncer-
tainties for the individual consumer and his or her family, but it could also be said, 
at least in some senses, paradoxically to be liberating in its effect. But there may be 
something slightly more sinister in operation in here. The more trivial example of the 
Escape Rooms that I referred to above can indeed be said to constitute an example of 
prosumption, whereby the consumer actively partakes in an experience which he or 
she simultaneously produces as well as consumes. By doing so the lines between the 
two are blurred and more onus is put on the ability of the consumer to produce his 
or her own experience along the way. In effect, the individual consumer becomes the 
conduit for his or her own consumer-driven definition. He or she ties him- or herself 
to the consumer-driven world that he or she is surrounded by.

ProsumPTion and The sharing eConomy

Debates over the nature of prosumption have emerged as one of the most important 
areas of debate in the sociology of consumption. A particularly significant contribu-
tion in this regard was an article in which Ritzer and Jurgenson (2010) debate the 
extent to which the existence of prosumption constitutes a new form of prosumer 
capitalism: is the fact that capitalism obliges consumers to work towards the satisfac-
tions that consumption provides something new? Ritzer and Jurgenson come to the 
conclusion that the capitalist economy has always been defined by prosumption and 
that prosumption only feels more important now because recent social and techno-
logical developments such as social media and what might be described as user-
generated web such as Facebook, YouTube and Twitter are so prevalent. In other 
words, the world of consumption we are experiencing now isn’t radically different to 
what came before, it is simply an extension of pre-existing patterns. However, in 
some respects the emergence of prosumption has created a set of circumstances in 
which the consumer is freer: he or she is liable to find space online which they find 
comfortable and which in turn produces a profit for the producer. Thus Ritzer and 
Jurgenson use the example of YouTube which doesn’t need to control the quality of 
the videos it uploads: the consumer constructs the grounds upon which profit is made 
and thus does the job for them. Ultimately however, the concern here is that capital-
ism is characteristically adaptable and likely to use what might be described as an 
illusory freedom to its own economic ends.

If we accept that prosumption is an increasingly key dimension of the consuming 
experience we also need to reflect on the broader context in which consumption oper-
ates. A key focus of this discussion has been on the emergence of the so-called sharing 
economy, at the heart of which allegedly lies a more collaborative form of consump-
tion. The suggestion here is that consumers may be moving towards an age in which 
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the excesses and waste of the consumer society are being challenged. Thus authors 
such as Botsman and Rogers (2010) point towards ‘an emerging economic ground-
swell’ characterized by collectivity and community. For Botsman and Rogers (2010) 
collaborative consumption ‘puts a system in place where people can share resources 
without forfeiting cherished personal freedoms or sacrificing their lifestyle’ (p. xxi). 
What lies behind what Botsman and Rogers describe as a ‘hyper-evolution’ is again, 
internet and mobile technology, which promotes a constant reflexivity and adapta-
tion. This in turn apparently brings us together through non-territorial communities. 
So although the world continues along a path of self-destructive growth a new kind 
of consumer is allegedly emerging that boasts a communitarian mindset. Acquisition 
is therefore no longer the sole goal. At times however, Botsman and Rogers’ claims 
for collaborative consumption verges on the willfully optimistic:

We believe we will look back and see this as a time when we took a leap and re-created a sustain-
able system built to serve basic human needs – in particular, the needs for community, visual 
identity, recognition and meaningful activity – rooted in age-old market principles and collabora-
tive behavior. Indeed, it will be referred to as a revolution, so to speak, when society, faced with 
grave challenges, started to make a seismic shift from an unfettered zeal for individual getting 
and spending towards a rediscovery of collective good. (2010: 224–225)

The problem here as Tom Slee (2015) points out is that this is in fact the same old con-
sumer capitalism dressed in slightly new clothes. For Slee the sharing economy, as 
demonstrated through Lyft, TaskRabbit, Uber and many other examples of companies 
that could reasonably be said to have liberated the consumer, actually serves to extend 
harsh free-market practices into previously protected areas of our lives. Although from 
this point of view there are examples of innovative non-commercial sharing initiatives 
that can be said to be changing the nature of consumption such as car-sharing, bike-
sharing and green taxi services, for example, the impact of the sharing technology in 
general is to extend the tentacles of capitalism. The utopian ideals of a sharing economy 
are not played out in reality: what is played out in reality is a hyper-capitalism. And it 
is this which the sociology of consumption is at least part tasked to understand.

So what does all this mean for consumption on the ground and how have sociolo-
gists sought to interpret such experiences? Yates (2016) looks at the experience of 
sharing within households. He notes the trend for smaller households, and in par-
ticular for solo living which could be perceived to threaten traditional notions of 
community and civil society through the normative discourses about how to live that 
they inspire. As Yates points out, sharing isn’t simply about the sustainability of con-
sumption but about how such consumption implicates boundaries, governance and 
futures, and herein lies the real challenge for the sociology of consumption. What is 
interesting here is perhaps how and why the experience of consumption is played out 
in particular ways.

The PraCTiCe oF ConsumPTion

It is worth noting that one of the more recent and important trends in the sociology 
of consumption has been to focus on practices in light of Warde’s (2014) influential 
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contention that the Cultural Turn has ‘run its course’ and that an alternative needs to 
be found. Thus, ‘[t]heories of practice provide a competing alternative approach 
which contests the colonization of consumption by models of individual choice and 
cultural expressivism’. For Warde then, theories of practice provide ‘a lens to mag-
nify aspects of common social processes which generate observable patterns of 
consumption’ (p. 279). Noting that theories of practices have tended to emphasize 
structure over agency, Warde makes the case for them providing a means by which 
change can actually be understood. In order to achieve this, argues Warde, we need 
to move beyond an understanding of deliberative personal choices to understand ‘the 
creation of norms, standards and institutions which produce shared understandings 
and common procedures’ (p. 295). So, for example, Maguadda (2011) seeks to 
understand the circuits of practice involved in the consumption of digital music.  
The article highlights the insights to be had from an approach that focuses on the 
interaction between people and material objects. As Maguadda (2011: 33) puts it, ‘In 
the present case, we have seen that changes in the way people consume music are 
inherently connected with more general processes of mutual co-shaping of objects, 
cultural values and embodied activities’. But the truth is that theories of practice have 
tended to over-egg the minutiae of the consumer experience. For example, the area 
of food consumption has received considerable attention from this perspective, but it 
remains debatable as to whether this body of work has transformed our understand-
ing of the sociological significance of consumption. Practice theory might well be 
criticized for getting overly tied up in the micro, and the suspicion that the bigger 
structural picture has been somewhat neglected as a result still remains.

ConsumPTion and Crime

Some of the most interesting interventions into the sociology of consumption 
(broadly defined) as regards with the balance between structure and agency have been 
made by scholars who have been concerned with the relationship between consump-
tion and crime. Hayward’s (2004) contribution on the relationship between crime, 
consumer culture and the urban experience is particularly significant in this regard, 
though this has, perhaps regrettably, had more of an impact on criminology circles 
than it has on the sociology of consumption. Hayward notes that people’s sense of 
relative deprivation is the product of a blurring of the distinction between ‘having’ 
and ‘being’ in contemporary society. From this point of view people feel excluded not 
because they don’t own particular products but because they are excluded from the 
identity-giving qualities that these products offer. As Hayward (2204: 161) puts it, ‘In 
late modern society, need and desire have transmogrified and as a consequence we 
now face a situation in which individual expectations are seen in terms of basic rights 
and are therefore no longer fettered by traditional or economic or social restraints’. 
Consumers, are those who define themselves through what they do and don’t con-
sume in a society founded upon a culture of unfulfilment. From this perspective, the 
potential for resistance within the consumption experience is limited. Thus Hall et al. 
(2008) found that none of the young people involved in criminal activity that they 
interviewed saw themselves as ‘socially excluded’. Rather, they went about the 
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process of reflecting their own fantasized identities back to themselves: they did what 
they had to do to locate themselves symbolically in the day-to-day hierarchies in 
which they existed. Consumption was the means by which they achieved this. But the 
problem is, as Hamilton (2012) suggests, ‘in a cruel irony, the consumption choices 
that are driven by a desire to mask poverty instead only serve to further stigmatize’ 
(p. 85). Forms of consumption that are highly prized in some quarters are sources of 
shame in others. In effect then, consumers over-identify with consumer goods. 
Criminal activity can thus be seen as an effort to rectify this situation: to assert control 
over a culture that is otherwise so obviously inaccessible. From a sociological point 
of view what’s interesting here is that social groups define themselves through what 
it is they cannot attain. In a sense then the sociology of consumption is as much about 
what you cannot consume as what you can. In this context, there are grounds for argu-
ing that social scientific approaches to consumption more broadly, need to embrace a 
more sophisticated understanding of emotions, sensations and imaginations. Such a 
realization highlights the potential damage caused by sieving consumption off into 
disciplinary silos.

Sasha Newell’s (2012) work on the relationship between crime, consumption and 
citizenship on the Ivory Coast sheds further light on the symbolic and practical value 
of consumption. Newell discusses how young men use brand-name clothing, accesso-
ries and technology in order to present a particular version of themselves; a performa-
tive version that amounts to an illusion of wealth. These young men are successful 
insofar as they appear to be so. In this scenario the performance is more important 
than any notion of authenticity. What this tells us is that perhaps consumption is 
less and less restrained in terms of the meaning people carry through it. Nobody 
believes that Newell’s young men are rich but their consumption patterns give them 
an aura of respectability and authority that is immaterial to their class position. From 
a sociological perspective then, consumption is complex and despite appearances to 
the contrary, deeply socially divisive. Newell’s work also obliges us to think about the 
broader global ‘system of exclusion’ in which consumption operates, and the extent 
to which the concentration of wealth is such that the only way in which the excluded 
can partake of consumption is through an illusory process of belonging that potentially 
excludes them more than it ever includes.

globalizaTion and ConsumPTion

It is important to remember the broader global context in which consumer cultures 
have emerged, as Newell’s work demonstrates so effectively. As such, Joel Stillerman 
(2015) discusses the emergence in recent years of an increasingly complex set of 
circumstances and patterns of advertising, marketing and branding which are in turn 
related to market segmentation, emotion and experience. Stillerman makes the 
important point that consumers can be both the subjects and the objects of consump-
tion. So, for example, he goes on to discuss work on the impact of consumption on 
Ecuador’s Otavalo Indians (see Colloredo-Mansfield, 1999). Colloredo-Mansfield 
discusses how it was that a segment of Otavalo traders became prosperous during the 
1980s and 1990s as a direct result of them travelling to Europe and the US to sell 
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native crafts. This process had the effect of leading to a resurgence in native culture, 
as evidenced through traditional festivals, dress and craft production, but also 
resulted in a widening class divide between between poor Otavalans dependent upon 
farming and those who were able to maximize the value of ‘authentic’ rituals. It is in 
this context that Stillerman goes on to develop the notion of intersectionality which 
he argues allows for ‘an integrated understanding of how class, gender, race, sexual-
ity and age work together in shaping consumption’ (2015: 190). For Stillerman the 
concept of intersectionality prevents us from reducing individuals to single positions 
and allows us to focus instead on the broader influences that may affect a person’s 
social positions. Meyer and Milestone’s (2011) discussion of advertising is equally 
informative insofar as they discuss the process by which the transitional norms asso-
ciated with gendered advertising are being challenged: not least by the trend for 
men’s bodies in adverts. The point here is that such advertising needs to appeal to 
heterosexual men without alienating them sexually in the process. The effect of 
forms of consumption or their representation are not always entirely predictable. Class 
or race, for example, do not straightforwardly determine someone’s experience of 
consumption and this is a process that the sociology of consumption has increasingly 
tried to come to terms with.

airbnb: esCaPe and The ConTemPorary Consumer

As a means of exploring some of the tensions of the contemporary consumer to 
which I have referred to above I want to briefly interrogate what is perhaps one of 
the single most important developments in the contemporary consuming experience: 
namely the emergence of Airbnb. Since being founded in 2008 Airbnb has emerged 
not only as a global phenomenon that arguably constitutes a paradigm shift in  
the production of tourism, but it has also fundamentally changed the nature of the 
relationship between the tourist industry and the consumer. And yet despite this 
transformation, social scientific analyses of Airbnb have tended to focus on its 
consequences for the so-called ‘sharing economy’ and for the provision of a 
previously unavailable entrepreneurial tourism offer. In what remains of this article 
I want to begin to highlight what it is the Airbnb experience means for the consumer 
and what that experience tells us about what it means to be a consumer in an 
increasingly mobile world.

In their book Tourism Mobilities, Sheller and Urry (2004) talk about how it is that 
places are ‘made and remade by the mobilities and performances of tourists and 
workers’: the extent to which ‘the playfulness of place’ is also about the ways in 
which places themselves are always ‘on the move’ (p. 1). From this perspective places 
are subject to multiple contestations. A key part of this process lies in the fantasiza-
tion of place. But in contrast to a process in which brands tend to produce particular 
lifestyles or generic play opportunities such as theme parks, hotel offers and budget 
airlines, Airbnb does something very different. Although its success is at least partly 
dependent on the value of its umbrella brand, beneath that surface lies something 
different in which the tourist experience is not so much pre-fabricated or fixed but 
consumer-driven and created, thereby making tourist places increasingly dynamic 
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(see Hetherington, 1997; Sheller and Urry, 2004). Airbnb manifests a unique com-
bination of performances played out through the relationship between the consumer 
and the Airbnb property and its owner. For advocates of the sharing economy, Airbnb 
is a shining example of the economic benefit to be found in collaboration where 
collaboration didn’t exist before. Indeed, for Slee (2015: 31), ‘It has shown that a 
personal visit – human-level-contact – is a viable alternative to the impersonal and 
uniform mass-produced anonymity of the corporate tourist industry’.

The Airbnb proposition is a relatively straightforward one. The consumer goes 
onto the website or via the Airbnb app and checks out the available accommodation 
in the area or place of his or her choice. The kind of choice available to the consumer 
is different to what it would have been in the past because Airbnb specializes in 
providing non-hotel accommodation. The experience of Airbnb is dependent upon 
normal people opening up their spare rooms, second homes and the like, to members 
of the public for overnight stays. Such accommodation is competitively priced com-
pared to the hotel sector and succeeds partly because it appears to offer something 
above and beyond the homogenous hotel visit. The Airbnb experience is more than 
just a review site: it allows the consumer to book and he or she has the confidence to 
do so because of the affirmations provided by the Airbnb community. After the visit 
is completed the property owner reviews the visitor and vice versa. It is at the review 
stage where the sharing economy is at its most telling. There is an unwritten obliga-
tion to be positive: to be negative would undermine the equilibrium upon which the 
Airbnb experience is founded.

But what is perhaps most interesting about the Airbnb experience is the kind of 
experience which it seeks to promote. To visit an Airbnb property is to experience 
‘real life’. The Airbnb experience is sold as an authentic experience in which the 
consumer becomes a resident of two communities: the Airbnb community and the 
community where the accommodation resides – the latter has been a key theme of 
Airbnb’s TV and cinema advertising. A useful way of understanding all this is per-
haps through the lens of the work of Colin Campbell (1987). My focus here then is 
on the scope for imaginary-pleasure seeking that the Airbnb experience provides (see 
also Urry, 2006). As Campbell puts it, ‘… individuals do not so much seek satisfac-
tion from products, as pleasure from the self-illusory experiences which they con-
struct from their associated meanings. The essential activity of consumption is thus 
not the actual selection, purchase or use of products, but the imaginative pleasure-
seeking to which the product lends itself’ (p. 89). For Campbell then pleasure is a 
‘quality of experience’ as opposed to a state of being’ (p. 60). Perhaps the key point 
here then is Campbell’s contention that consumption isn’t simply about signification 
and engenders feelings and desires which are in turn embodied in beliefs and values 
(see Dunn, 2008). For Dunn, in turn, commodities are effectively aesthetic objects: 
they occupy a consumer’s consciousness through their materiality or sensuousness, 
‘Hence, explaining the attractions, motivations, and effects of consumption depends 
foremost on showing how commodities function as desirable aesthetic objects in the 
perception and imagination of consumers’ (Dunn, 2008: 83). From this point of view 
the ‘aesthetic’ is to do with a notion of ‘sensual experience’. The experiential nature 
of consumption is such that the commodities themselves do not give us pleasure, it is 
our experience of them that does so and it is through our daydreaming as consumers 
that we are self-illusionary in this way (Dunn, 2008: 101).
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My contention then is that Airbnb is uniquely positioned to promote precisely this 
kind of consumption and that as a model for a new mode of consumption it consti-
tutes something of a test case. The experience of arriving at a mystery property, dis-
covering a hidden key and opening a world of escape that is yours and yours alone for 
the weekend is a peculiarly imagination-driven process that depends as much on the 
version of the place you are visiting you have in your mind as it does on the physical 
place set before you. Airbnb presents to the world a promise of novelty: it provides 
the anticipation of a unique experience: an experience that the consumer is obliged 
to live to the full on its receipt. To not fulfill the imagination is to be a disappointed 
consumer, and such a state is not something that can be countenanced in a consumer-
driven society.

The Airbnb experience is in Campbell’s terms a ‘disillusioning’ experience: by 
aspiring to visit a new place the consumer attaches a degree of dream pleasure to it 
and thus associates with the planned visit a realization of that dream. ‘The visible 
practice of consumption is thus no more than a small part of a complex process of 
hedonistic behavior, the majority of which occurs in the imagination of the con-
sumer’ (1987: 89). According to Campbell then what this is not is reflective of an 
insatiable desire to acquire objects, it is more about people’s desire to experience 
in reality what they have already enjoyed in their imaginations. Airbnb provides a 
physical space within which this appears to be possible. Airbnb presents itself as a 
space in which we can counteract our dissatisfaction with the everyday by convinc-
ing ourselves that it must be possible to experience something better in reality. In 
actual fact that point can never be reached: the Airbnb experience offers hope but not 
resolution. Of course, the paradoxical nature of their consumption experience, nota-
bly in the context of tourism, is not a new phenomenon. For example, Stephenson 
Shaffer (2004) talks about the performative nature of backpackers who engage in ‘a 
carefully choreographed performance of a self who strives towards “authenticity”’ 
(pp. 139–140) and yet in the process reconstructs an obligatory and thus, inevitably 
in some respects at least, a homogenous rite of passage. In their hunt for meaningful 
experiences these backpackers are in danger of emptying out the meaning of their 
endeavors.

It is in this light that my concerns regarding Airbnb arise. The way in which Airbnb 
provides its version of ‘imaginary space’ is to construct a space where consumption 
is always imaginary and yet rarely fulfilled. On the surface, the ability to consume the 
settings that Airbnb provides appears to be revolutionary and liberating in its effect, 
freeing the consumer from the constraints of McDonaldized prescription (Ritzer, 
1993) – but actually it reinforces a form of control. Perhaps it is the case that Airbnb 
offers a paradigm shift in the nature of the production-consumption experience, and 
one that, on the surface at least, appears to place more power in the hands of the 
consumer. But there are caveats to be found here. The trust and community engen-
dered in the Airbnb community is ultimately fabricated. It is unlikely that the average 
consumer engages with real life any more through Airbnb than he or she would by 
visiting a hotel. As Slee (2015) points out:

Most of Airbnb’s money comes from exchanges where the host and guest may never meet except 
to exchange a key. And if the host takes advantage of one of the cluster of management services 
that are growing up around Airbnb listings, even that may never happen. (pp. 37–38)
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The Airbnb community is thus in itself a façade, as indeed is the sharing economy it 
purports to reflect. Airbnb may mimic the kinds of social intimacies we would more 
readily associate with the past which we aspire to rekindle: notably a society that is 
more connected, respectful and communicative (Botsman and Rogers, 2011), but this 
is in fact a marketing proposition that feeds the imagination more than it does any-
thing to alter or to challenge the status quo. In fact, the very success of Airbnb 
depends on its ability to maintain that status quo. Note the endless array of press 
stories critiquing the social implications of the economic model Airbnb embodies, as 
well as the criticism that what Airbnb does threatens the sustainability of cities 
through the process of gentrification and the ability of owners to offer multiple 
accommodation options. Each one undermines the ability of people to live in the city 
of their choice because those who can afford a weekend visit in a luxury apartment 
are pricing them out of the market.

In effect then, the Airbnb narrative is on the one hand one of personal adventure 
and authenticity, and on the other one of corporate cynicism and smoking mirrors. 
What purports or at least purported to be an informal economic arrangement offering 
genuine experience is actually highly professionalized so that what the consumer is 
offered is actually a version of reality. In my own experience such places are often 
the product of the owner’s amateur design imaginations: of what they imagine it is 
people want to consume. And of course, this is all about maximizing markets, about 
providing what is ultimately a homogenized experience that purports to be individu-
ally-driven. As Slee (2015) puts it, ‘… despite [Airbnb’s] talk of community, the only 
logic it seems to understand is that of the free market: the right of property owners to 
do what they want with their property’ (p. 41). Furthermore, as Botsman and Rogers 
(2011) point out, the myth of the sharing economy presented by Airbnb is very differ-
ent to the realities that exist beneath that surface. So what does Airbnb tells us about 
changing forms of consumption and their sociological significance? At one level yes 
Airbnb presents an illusion of a sharing economy whilst extending the divisiveness 
of the market it has created. At another it demonstrates just how much work is to  
be done to understand the way in which the social relationships that underpin our 
consuming experiences are so tied up with the complex engineering of the self.

ConClusion

It would be very easy to pigeon-hole the contemporary consumer as little more than 
an inevitably disappointed authenticity-seeker. But consumers do not react in pre-
dictable ways, and however much we might like to generalize about the sociological 
significance of consumption, the consumer is always ‘unmanageable’ in the sense 
that he or she is so hard to pin down or legislate for (see Edensor, 2000). What is 
more, as Gabriel and Lang (2006) argue, in a world of increasing social inequality 
the pursuit of happiness through consumption is now a much less plausible project 
than it was in the past. Perhaps Bauman (1998) was right when he said that consumer 
choice represents the foundation of a new concept of choice in contemporary society, 
and that our position in society is most likely to be defined by the degree to which 
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we are unable to take advantage of such freedoms. In this sense we are all ‘flawed 
consumers’: unable to fulfill the requirements of a society in which the symbols of 
consumption are so prevalent. But perhaps there is another way to look at all this. 
Perhaps the sociology of consumption could do more to understand the depths of 
meaning that are attached to the consuming experience. Consumption is not merely 
an act or an activity, it is a process of meaning construction that is intimately engaged 
with the social and cultural understandings that the individual brings to each experi-
ence (see Rakic and Chambers, 2012). Indeed, as Illouz (2009: 397) points out, 
‘… the emotions that drive consumption or are intertwined with it, are no less the 
result of the imagination as the result of concrete social relationships’. And perhaps 
the sociology of consumption has struggled to come to terms with this tension. 
Ultimately, it could be said that the challenge that the sociology of consumption faces 
now is the challenge it faced twenty years ago. The existence of the sociology of 
consumption constitutes a recognition that consumption is effectively a key ‘media-
tion phenomenon’ (Holland, 1977): a focal point for unearthing and demystifying 
many of the uncertainties and tensions of everyday life. And yet still disciplinary 
boundaries continue to get in the way (see Archibald, 1976). Consumption is a deeply 
sociological phenomenon and yet it is so much more than that. As this Volume dem-
onstrates, it not only represents a fundamental plank upon which our society operates 
but it also serves to both support and undermine human beings’ existence on a daily 
basis. What is more, in an age where the consumer’s experience in all its diverse 
forms appears to be more and more about survival than it is about self-expression, 
there is a profound need for a sociology of consumption that aspires to intervene in 
such a way that it not only sheds light on the nature of the consumer society in which 
we live, but also aims to make a genuine difference to that society in the process.
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The Systems of Provision 

Approach to Understanding 
Consumption1
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inTroduCTion

It is now over twenty years since Fine and Leopold (1993) first detailed the systems 
of provision (SoP) approach. Developed as a response to traditional ‘horizontal’ 
views of consumption, whereby discipline-specific factors were used to explain con-
sumption across a range of goods and contexts, the approach seeks to examine con-
sumption vertically and in its concrete specificity by looking at the full chain of 
activities underpinning the material production and cultural significance of different 
goods. As such, the approach avoids over-generalising the relevance of particular 
factors, instead recognising that any instance of consumption is shaped by a shifting 
array of context-specific determinants. This requires a fundamentally interdiscipli-
nary outlook, eclectically but systematically drawing on concepts and theories from 
different disciplines in an inductive fashion determined by the issue at hand.

In addition to seeking a vertical and genuinely interdisciplinary perspective on 
consumption, the SoP approach was motivated by a perceived need to bridge the 
material and the cultural, by acknowledging that discursive practices are constitutive 
of consumption, but that such practices are in turn constrained by material circum-
stances. This outlook was originally driven by dissatisfaction with both neoclassi-
cal utility theory and postmodernism, with each being overly subjectivist in its own 
peculiar ways. However, the approach has since been developed as part of a broader 
interest in material cultures and the co-constitution of consumption practices and 
meanings through material and cultural determinants. The SoP approach defines such 
determinants broadly, encompassing not just the circumstances of material produc-
tion, but also the social characteristics of different consumers and the broader context 
within which consumption takes place. The suggestion is that the material culture 
of consumption needs to be located in terms of the modes of provision as a whole 
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and not simply by virtue of the more immediate relationship between consumer and 
consumed. Accordingly, what was eventually to become the 10Cs approach to the 
material culture of consumption was developed.

This chapter elaborates on the development of the SoP approach in terms of these 
specific theoretical stances. But this contribution is also concerned to push the study 
of consumption further in two otherwise heavily neglected areas. One is to branch 
out to incorporate public consumption, an area traditionally neglected in consump-
tion studies, though achieving growing prominence by virtue of the spread of com-
modification through privatisation in the neoliberal period. The other – also a product 
of the neoliberal era – is to address the increasing influence of finance and finan-
cialisation on consumption practices and consumers. For, whilst the impact of finan-
cialisation has not been overlooked in the literature, its analysis has tended to be 
situated at a general level, emphasising consumption on credit (cards or mortgages, 
for example), or the creation or consolidation of new neoliberal subjectivities around 
the financial (mis)calculations of households in pursuit of aspirations to consume – 
admirably summed up in the notion of privatised Keynesianism by Crouch (2009). 
Unsurprisingly, we take a more nuanced view in light of the SoP approach, viewing 
the impact of financialisation on (the material culture of) consumption as highly dif-
ferentiated from one item of consumption to another (and, indeed, from one country 
to another).

This chapter is structured as follows. In the next section we set out the origins 
and content of the approach, emphasising its development from critique of rational 
choice theory and postmodernism to become a framework for investigating material 
cultures. In the subsequent section we outline how the approach is applied in practice, 
incorporating a discussion of what we have termed the 10Cs, showing how these 
are used to characterise consumption cultures. In the penultimate section we look 
at some existing applications of the approach and make the case for extending it to 
public consumption and financialisation. The final section concludes.

elaboraTing The soP aPProaCh

Background

The SoP approach was in part a response to the perceived collective failings of con-
sumer theory across the social sciences. For example, the longstanding analysis of 
consumption around mainstream economics, based on utility-maximising individu-
als, was rejected by Fine and Leopold (1993) for its narrowness and reductionism. 
Differences in consumption across goods were at most accounted for by derived 
elasticities of income and prices but without otherwise explaining why variations 
occur or how they change over time and place. Producers (and production) might be 
deemed to play an independent role in consumption through manipulative advertis-
ing in shaping consumer preferences, or through imperfectly competitive pricing in 
distorting their fulfilment. But the burgeoning concerns over postmodernist subjec-
tivities, let alone more traditional determinants of consumption across the social 
sciences, such as emulation and distinction, remained notable for their absence.
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These were taken as a critical point of departure by Fine and Leopold. Whilst for 
neoclassical economics, the subjectivity of the consumer has been tied to a mechani-
cally applied optimisation of a given utility function (across objects of consumption 
with given meanings), the postmodern consumer is subjectively capable of end-
less and unlimited reinvention of the objects of consumption and the subject’s own 
identity. In this parallel universe to orthodox economics, reference to the material 
properties (and provisioning) of commodities tends to evaporate by giving way to 
deconstruction of the meanings of consumption to consumers created through their 
own inventiveness in construal. But, for Fine and Leopold, the subjective interpreta-
tions of consumption associated with the rampant postmodernist attention to sym-
bolic meanings were themselves interpreted as being negligent of both material and 
social determinants of those meanings.

This, then, sets the background in general terms of the state of consumer theory 
in the early 1990s when the SoP approach was initiated. Across the two extremes of 
neoclassical economics and postmodernism, Fine and Leopold also found a common 
set of deficiencies shared by consumer theory more generally. First, the study of 
consumption had been heavily organised around a disciplinary division of labour to the 
extent that one or more ‘horizontal’ theories were applied within each discipline – utility 
theory for economics, semiotics for postmodernist study, emulation and distinction 
for sociology, and so on, usually with specific examples of consumption taken as a 
universal analytical norm. It was no accident, for example, that the postmodernist 
invention of the deconstructing consumer should focus on the more fantastic as 
opposed to the more mundane items of consumption and those subject to heavy 
advertising or cultural prominence, the better to be able to provide the raw materials 
for deconstruction. Other approaches also tended to presume that specific factors 
of interest would be of general applicability across consumption instead of asking 
whether some factors are significant for some consumption goods and consumers in 
some instances but not in others (although this was, unsurprisingly, a key element for 
those engaged practically in studying consumer behaviour in general and the impact 
of advertising and marketing in particular). In formulating the SoP approach, the 
idea was rejected that these separate, generally mutually inconsistent (by method and 
concept), and unworldly, horizontal theories could be stacked to give a general theory 
universally applicable to all goods.

Second, then, it was recognised that the varieties of factors that make up the study 
of consumption across the social sciences could be integrated, if not, as previously 
indicated, as a general all-encompassing theory (in some respects, the dream of those 
engaging practically or academically in consumer studies in management, business 
and commerce). Instead, focusing on particular commodities, the SoP approach pro-
ceeds inductively according to the weight of presence, mode of combination and 
specific (historical and social) context involved. There are, for example, different 
issues for consumption by reference to gender, not least in clothing, and the factor of 
fashion correspondingly has a different presence for men than for women. Further, 
the water system is different from the housing system by virtue of what is provided 
as well as by national and other contextual considerations.

The idea that consumption needed to be understood more closely in relation to 
its attachment to production was beginning to emerge across different fields in the 
late 1980s. In the production of food, the notion of commodity chains that linked 
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consumption to food processing, distribution and agriculture was developing as a way 
to make sense of the food industry (Lang and Wiggins, 1985, cited in Jackson et al., 
2004). This chain approach could be extended beyond simple producer–consumer 
relationships to a wider exploration of corporate power and agricultural production 
systems.

In housing in the UK, the work of Michael Ball (1983) established a link between 
the role of landed property and housing tenure. Ball persuasively argued that these 
issues needed to be located in relation not only to one another but also to the chain 
of activity running from access to landed property through the processes underpin-
ning provision of, and access to, housing by consumers. Ball’s structures of provision 
approach originally served to argue that researchers interested in the incidence and 
impact of state subsidies on housing outcomes, especially distribution, needed to 
take into account considerations beyond tenure balance because the way that housing 
was provided determined the characteristics of different tenures. Such an approach 
to the housing system suggested that other items of consumption should be similarly 
regarded as belonging to integral chains of activity that were specific to themselves.

The diverse elements that combine to shape consumption are brought together for 
the SoP approach. By adopting a ‘vertical’ analytical framework, the chain of activity 
connecting production to consumption for particular commodities becomes decisive 
in differentiating between items of consumption. Distinctions need to be made not 
only in their material properties and meanings to consumers, but also in how they are 
provided. In a nutshell, energy, housing, fashion and food systems are all distinctive 
by virtue of the structures, relations, processes and agencies of provision of which 
they are comprised.

sysTems oF Provision in deTail

Each SoP consists of the multiplicity of factors that lead to and shape consumption. 
These are wide-ranging and will vary across commodities, locations and over time. 
More specifically, a SoP can be specified as the combination of the material pro-
cesses of provision and the material cultures associated with the commodity, which 
uniquely engage with one another in specific instances, making context paramount 
in specifying SoPs.

Consumers enter SoPs not as the representative agents found in neoclassical eco-
nomics, nor as limitlessly versatile postmodern subjectivities; rather, consumers are 
differentiated by social characteristics that have a bearing on consumption. Thus, 
patterns of consumption will be affected by gender, age, income level, location, occu-
pation and (un)employment, race and ethnicity, and so on, but in different ways and 
with different outcomes according to the specific SoP itself. We need to bring such 
social categories to bear in identifying norms of consumption specific to each SoP, 
and in explaining how they are reproduced or transformed.

One aspect of such norms is systematic patterns of consumption themselves, 
by level and quality of consumption across different social, and not just income, 
strata. This involves what might otherwise be called a standard of living or, more 
exactly, livings, contingent upon who gets how much of what. Standards of living and 
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consumption both rise and shift with affluence and other factors, with the latter dem-
onstrated in the wake of technological change (and electronic goods, for example, not 
least mobile phones and the like).

A second aspect is the material culture of consumption attached to each SoP with 
the meanings of consumption to consumers, variously distributed across different 
social strata, etc, just as the variability of levels and quality of consumption them-
selves and the contexts within which such consumption occurs. One of the purposes 
of the SoP approach is to draw out how these two different aspects of consumption 
norms are related to one another. Examples include questions such as: Why are there 
gender differences in what is consumed and how it is interpreted? Why does owner-
occupation become the preferred form of housing tenure? And what are the impli-
cations for the provisioning and meaning of consumption with the privatisation of 
public services, on the one hand, not least as they become purchased through credit, 
on the other?

Of course, such questions are far from new and were, to some extent, the meat 
and drink, of postmodernist studies in deconstructing the meanings of consumption. 
Significantly, Fine (2002), in thoroughly extending Fine and Leopold (1993), takes 
account of developments in the field of consumer studies, with the SoP approach 
increasingly influenced by, and contributing to, what can be termed the study of the 
material culture of consumption. For this, how consumption is furnished is perceived 
to interact with how it is interpreted.2 With reference to the study of consumption, 
material culture has emerged as in other fields, not least in response to the rise of the 
material practices and consequences of neoliberalism and a corresponding waning 
of the influence of postmodernism. Discursive practices have become increasingly 
perceived to be a consequence of material circumstances (although also giving rise 
to a proliferation and sequence of post-postmodernisms of various hues). As a conse-
quence, the SoP approach has no longer relied upon its origins by simply presenting 
itself in terms of departure from the two subjectivist extremes of rational choice and 
postmodernism. It has also focused on how to address the relationship between the 
material and the cultural in terms of the practices and meanings associated with con-
sumption and the relationships between the two. It is not just the factors involved in 
the delivery of a service or the inputs into a good that constitute the SoP; also relevant 
is the culture and meaning with which a good or commodity is associated, for both 
consumers and providers alike. Goods and services have cultural significance associ-
ated with modes of provision, as has been readily recognised, for example, in terms 
of the meanings of water contingent upon public or private delivery systems (which 
are themselves each subject to considerable variation). Thus, water provision sits 
astride discourses around basic needs, human rights and poverty alleviation as well 
as cost recovery, commercialisation and privatisation (see for example Ahlers, 2010; 
Bakker, 2007; Swyngedouw, 2005; UN-Water, 2012; UNDP, 2006).

A key example of the way in which our relationship with goods, services and  
commodities is culturally and socially mutually dependent is illustrated in the para-
dox of the recent parallel expansion of both unhealthy diets and healthy eating cam-
paigns, not least in light of the ‘epidemic’ of obesity. This demonstrates that there is 
considerable complexity in the way in which information is translated into ‘knowl-
edge’ and culture, and the ways in which these turn into behaviour. The provision of 
a good or a service or of information does not necessarily mean these will be used 
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as intended or anticipated. The SoP approach recognises that the cultural percep-
tions and identities of the users will be significant in the consumption and production 
processes, and these are heavily influenced if not rigidly determined by the material 
practices attached to the corresponding SoP, and not simply at the point of consump-
tion itself.

The cultural content, or system, attached to a good is related not only to the mate-
rial system of provision but also to wider cultural influences (for example, gender, 
class, age and nationality). Each SoP is attached to its own integral cultural system 
and this cultural system derives content from each and every material aspect of the 
SoP but in ways that are not rigidly predetermined nor necessarily immediately obvi-
ous. What is absented can be as striking as, for example, the simple knowledge in 
the case of water in England and Wales that almost as much as one-third of bills go 
towards paying interest and dividends (Bayliss, 2014). Indeed, much consumer poli-
tics targets bringing knowledge of the how of production (such as sweated or child 
labour) to the attention of the consumer!

In such analysis, consumers are acknowledged to be reflexive. They are not passive 
recipients either of what they consume or how they perceive it. As a way of engaging 
with the material culture of consumption, Fine (2013b) grouped the characteristics 
of material culture under ten headings (known as the 10Cs) as follows, with these 
being mutually constitutive of corresponding cultural systems of SoPs in diverse and 
specific ways.

1 Constructed – the cultural systems attached to consumption are constructed in that they are 
influenced by the material practices of the SoP. Commodities have associated meanings for 
consumers, which may be variably responsive to what they know of the chain of provision, and 
its distinctive material properties. These may also be subject to change and to manipulation (for 
example, drinking a particular brand of bottled water may project a certain image as well as 
quenching one’s thirst; buying a house in some locations may be a financial investment as well 
as a place to live).

2 Construed – objects of consumption are endowed with qualities construed by consumers. These 
can float free from the material properties of the (provision of the) objects of consumption 
themselves but are framed by the SoP. The process of construal is influenced by a multiplicity 
of factors and these are contextually driven. Sources of experience and knowledge are reacted 
to or against and imbued with meaning rather than simply received passively by the consumer. 
Status, emulation and distinction are longstanding examples of socially-determined construal 
of consumption, but these wax and wane with material provision itself.

3 Commodified – to greater or lesser degrees, cultures may be influenced by commodification, 
even if the good is not. In the UK, even supposedly non-commodified provision, such as the 
health service, may be understood in commodified terms with, for example, pressure for greater 
cost efficiency. Either non-commercialised aspects of a good can be used as a selling point (for 
example, good as home-made) or, the opposite, in claiming to be at the forefront of technology 
(currently common in motor cars). Thus, the processes of commodification serve to frame how 
the commodity is construed (for example, value for money) as well as alternative ways of think-
ing and interpreting what is consumed (as in some sense embodying qualities that are removed 
from the market pursuit of profitability).

4 Conforming – regardless of what choices the consumer makes, meanings to them are influenced 
by the circumstances of provision, whether social, as opposed to private, housing is seen as a right 
or as a dependency for example. To coin a phrase, consumers construe but not in circumstances 
made by themselves.
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 5 Contextual – cultures of consumption differ in time and place, and what is consumed is not only 
located in specific circumstances (high or low price, good or bad quality) but are associated with 
particular and variable meanings to the consumer (for example, an item of clothing may have 
different significance depending on the situation). One person’s necessity may be another’s 
luxury and the distinction may change over time, location and across income levels.

 6 Contradictory – different agents and forces compete to give content to the cultural systems and 
these may provide a stimulus in opposite directions (for example, compulsions to spend and to 
save; to eat and to diet).

 7 Chaotic – material cultures draw together (or not) a multiplicity of practices and influences 
across a multiplicity of dimensions which are reflected on by households going about their daily 
life, and so will be riddled with inconsistencies if not incoherence. This does not mean that there 
is no rationale but that these may differ and lead to tensions with unpredictable, occasionally 
extreme, outcomes, as with eating disorders, credit card abuse, addiction, and so on.

 8 Closed – there is unequal participation in SoPs and unequal and differentiated roles in construct-
ing cultures (for example, in the financial sector, while everyone may be involved, the process of 
intervention is both by and for an increasingly powerful financial elite with a corresponding loss 
of democratic accountability and rise in inequality; and for trade-marking, standards, branding, 
regulations, etc., all shape cultures, but only a select few are involved in their making).

 9 Contested – different cultures of consumption may come into conflict, for example with the 
Occupy movement or with global protests against the privatisation of water. Contestation may 
also occur in terms of the conditions attached to the material practices along the SoP chain.

10 Collective – contestation, like provision, is usually collective. While individuals may carry out 
acts of dissent, collective action is likely to be a more successful form of contestation but, more 
generally, consumption is not a simple act of individual subjectivity.

The relevance and usefulness of the different 10Cs for dissecting material cultures 
will vary depending on the type of good, the SoP and the reason for which it is being 
investigated.

aPPlying The soP aPProaCh

While the SoP approach offers advantages over traditional approaches to consumer 
theory, by virtue of being firmly anchored in real-world practices, it is also demanding 
in requiring the specification of the complexity and diversity of goods and of the 
societies in which they are consumed. When it comes to practical application, the 
SoP approach does not offer a blueprint because, by their nature, SoPs are unique. 
The SoP approach, then, is necessarily heavily inductive in application, leaving 
researchers to identify the nature, scope and content of particular SoPs in practice – 
do we have a food system and, if so, at regional, national or global levels, or separate 
food systems across these locations and different foods?

Given its inductive nature, the application of the SoP approach in practice is not 
simple, not least in identifying where one SoP begins and another ends. Indeed, it is 
possible to question whether the approach is legitimate at all given the interactions 
across different SoPs, whether within broader groups, such as food systems, or nar-
rower groups, for example sugar, meat and dairy systems. In a sense, though, this is 
to revisit the horizontal/vertical dualism in the study of consumption. This is itself 
acknowledged within the SoP approach that both seeks to identify integral forms of 
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provisioning whilst also acknowledging that these interact with one another. SoPs also 
share common horizontal factors, even if integrating them differently in extent and 
manner, at both national and international levels and across conditions such as equity 
and quality of provision, labour market conditions and macroeconomic impacts.

In principle, each SoP needs to be addressed by reference to the material and 
cultural specificities that take full account of the whole chain of activity, bringing 
together production, distribution (and access), and the nature and influence of the 
conditions under which these occur. This is not to say that every element in the chain 
of provision plus every relevant contextual or ‘horizontal’ factor needs to be thor-
oughly investigated before SoPs can be identified and specified. In practice, the way 
SoPs are identified will depend on the question at hand. Investigating sources of sal-
monella in chicken points to the poultry system, whereas diet as a contributory factor 
to an epidemic of obesity suggests attention to the food system as a whole.

For research purposes it is usually necessary to shine a spotlight on the elements 
of the SoP that are of particular relevance to the issue under consideration. Recent 
applications of the approach, for example to housing, Robertson (2014) and water, 
Bayliss (2014), have focused on finance and financialisation, attempting to redress 
the relative neglect of the growing encroachment of these on social and economic life 
in analyses of consumption, although there is a healthy new field studying the finan-
cialisation of everyday life (Bayliss et al., 2017; Fine, 2013a; Langley, 2008; van der 
Zwan, 2014). In investigating housing and financialisation, some elements of the 
housing SoP will be more relevant than others (which is compatible with recognising 
interlinkages and mutual determination), while other important elements of the SoP 
(such as Housing Associations, DIY, repair and maintenance, architecture, etc.) are 
less relevant for many issues. Similarly, an assessment of the financialisation of water 
will focus on the relations between agents in the context of the flow of funds, includ-
ing investment, pricing, debt and dividends. In contrast, an investigation into, say, 
environmental issues relating to water would focus on different elements of the SoP.

In specifying SoPs, we draw freely upon standard ways of conceptualising and 
theorising across the social sciences by appeal to the following general, overlapping 
categories:

a Structures – broadly, this includes the historically evolved and socially-specific institutional 
forms of provisioning, not least patterns of ownership, control and delivery. There may be struc-
tural divisions between public and private supply as well as demand, structures in access by 
price and quality, and so on. Other elements that shape the structures of provision include the 
institutional mechanisms of provision including the regulatory and legal framework.

b Processes – each SoP is shaped by the interaction of the activities of labour and consumers, of 
service providers, of the state, but also by wider processes such as commodification, decentrali-
sation, globalisation, commercialisation, and so on. It may be that a public sector structure of 
provision is subject to the process of privatisation so it is important to specify the dynamics of 
each SoP, how its structures and processes interact and may be in tension across one another.

c Agents/agencies – SoPs are determined by the participants in the processes of production 
through to consumption. Incorporated are those who produce and those who consume, but also 
wider bodies such as trade unions, consumer groups, regulators and those who affect delivery 
of finance, investment, technology, and so on. Agencies reflect and interact with both structures 
and processes, again either reproducing or transforming in tension or conformity with one 
another. The entry point for analysing the SoP is typically the consumer who will engage with 
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other agents in diverse ways, depending on the good or service in question. For example, the 
way a consumer buys food will be different from purchasing a house or paying a water bill. And 
these will vary across location and over time.

d Relations – structures, processes and agents/agencies are necessarily far from neutral, con-
tingent upon who exercises power, and how, and with what purpose (and meaning to partici-
pants). So the relations upon which SoPs are founded are differentiated by the roles of capital 
(or state as employer) and labour in production and other commercial (or non-commercial) 
operations through to the relational norms by social characteristics that are attached to levels 
and meanings of consumption. Significantly, the relations attached to and underpinning SoPs 
are crucial in understanding what and how conflicts arise and how they are or are not resolved. 
For example, the pricing decisions of a private producer will be shaped by the activities of 
competitors, by labour issues, the regulatory framework and, as a condition of survival, the 
imperative of profitability. The same criteria do not always apply in the case of public provision, 
and the ways in which the criteria are specified and contested are also different.

aPPliCaTions and exTensions

Existing Applications and Support

Over a decade ago the SoP approach was described by Leslie and Reimer (1999, p. 405) 
as ‘perhaps the most comprehensive elaboration of production-consumption 
relations’, and has also been seen as one of the main approaches to the study of 
consumption, and cited as such in Jackson et al. (2004, p. 8). Early applications of 
the approach to food and fashion (Fine and Leopold, 1993; Fine et al., 1996; Fine, 
1998) have, for example, been supplemented by work on home furnishings by Leslie 
and Reimer (1999), fur coats by Skov (2005), denim jeans by Brooks (2015), boy’s 
clothes in late-Victorian England by Rose (2010), food supply chains by Seyfang 
(2008) and obesity by Greenhalgh (2014).

The framework was also adopted, and succinctly summarised, in a report by 
the OECD (2002) in analysing consumption patterns of energy, water and waste 
management, with a view to improving sustainability. The study aimed to approach 
environmental policy by considering the whole system of provision rather than 
simply looking at adjusting consumption patterns, stating:

The systems of provision approach analyses consumption as an active process, with actors seeking 
certain lifestyles, and constructing their identity by selective consumption and practices. The 
‘systems of provision’ is defined as the chain that unites particular systems of production with 
particular systems of consumption, focusing on the dynamics of the different actors (producers, 
distributors, retailers as well as consumers). In this light, it becomes clear that by the way govern-
ments design and transform energy, water and waste systems can either enable or obstruct 
household behaviour towards sustainable consumption. (p. 8)

For the OECD, consumer behaviour regarding the environmental impact is shaped 
by beliefs, norms and values within households and embedded in social practices. 
The 2002 Report continues:

The systems of provision framework for understanding consumption patterns stresses the impor-
tance of exploring the mechanisms that shape everyday practices related to commodities and 
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services and the extent to which they can be seen to support or impede sustainable consumption 
behaviour. In this light, household consumption is not the sum of individual behavioural patterns, 
each consciously motivated and evaluated by the actor. Instead, household consumption is a 
whole set of behavioural practices that are common to other households … They are social prac-
tices carried out by applying sets of rules and shared norms. They are also connected to produc-
tion and distribution systems (technological and infrastructure network) that enable certain 
lifestyles that connect consumers to one another. (p. 8)

This application of the SoP approach to understanding the environmental impacts of 
energy and consumption is taken further in the work of Van Vliet, Chappells and 
Shove (2005) and is also a theme of the work of DEMAND, one of six centres 
funded by UK Research Councils to address end-use energy demand reduction.3 
Other emerging applications include infrastructure (Brown and Robertson, 2014), 
transport (Williams, 2014) and sustainable consumption (Spaargarn, 2003).

Incorporating the Public Sector

Evidently, the remit of the SoP approach is expanding from its initial focus on the pro-
vision of food, clothing and other sectors and issues in the context of capitalist com-
modity production for private consumption. The earlier narrowness of the application 
of the SoP approach in part reflected the limitations of consumer theory in its overgen-
eralisation from particular types or aspects of consumption and a tendency to exclude 
consumption deriving from state-provided services. These traditionally were seen as 
part of social policy or the welfare state and, hence, distinct from consumption as such.

More recently, the application of the SoP approach has been expanded to include 
the provision of public goods and services, dubbed public sector SoPs (PSSoPs). The 
innovation in this approach is the application of SoP to areas which do not traditionally 
form part of consumption studies and which have often been provided by the state. 
Public or collective consumption, addressed in Fine (2002), has to some degree been 
overlooked because it did not meet the ethos of the subjectivities of the postmodern 
consumer. This is in part because it raises particular challenges where consumption is 
not necessarily commodified (and extension of the SoP approach to non-commodity 
production is itself engaged cautiously), and in part because of the paradoxical 
consequence of consumption becoming public, leading to it no longer being seen as 
consumption as such, most notably in its becoming part of the welfare state (as with 
health, education, public housing, etc.) (Fine, 2005).

However, to some extent, the latter aspect has been thrust into prominence with the 
privatisation of PSSoPs, the commercialisation and (re)commodification of state pro-
vision, and the neo-liberalisation of consumption, indeed of everyday life, often with 
a corresponding recasting of the patient, student, tenant, etc., as client or consumer. 
Clearly, consumer studies cannot broach such issues unless it allows for transitions 
between forms of consumption (from the public to the private sector, for example, 
against the erstwhile movement in the opposite direction with welfarism), both materi-
ally (how provision occurs) and culturally (how provision is understood). This is all 
itself part and parcel of a deeper transformation in modern capitalism, associated with 
the neo-liberal period (and consumer) in which financialisation has come to the fore 
(see below).
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For orthodox consumer theory, effectively all government provision tends to be 
seen as equivalent to private provision or seen as distinct from (private) consump-
tion altogether by being alternatively designated as social policy and/or as belonging 
to the welfare state. But such goods and services can also be understood as being 
attached to their own SoPs. A theory of social policy must accommodate a variety of 
structural determinants and how they interact across structures, agencies, processes, 
relations and institutions to give rise to a diversity of shifting outcomes.

However, virtually all SoPs necessarily incorporate some element of state involve-
ment or regulation as even private provision cannot prevail in a totally disembodied 
market. The extent of public sector involvement varies considerably across countries 
even for the same good. Thus, for example, water is provided entirely by private 
companies at present in England and Wales but is subject to state regulation of tariffs 
and quality. Other countries have water delivery services that remain entirely within 
the public domain.

The extent of state involvement varies, then, not just in terms of provision but also 
with the state as regulator and/or provider of finance. The state can be involved in a 
variety of ways along the chain of provision, reflecting both material and cultural, 
including political, factors. These have been expressed traditionally in terms such 
as aspirations for universal coverage (as with health, education and housing) or as a 
response to market imperfections whether as externalities or economies of scale and 
scope. For many (PS)SoPs, with the objective of universal access or provision, there 
are significant issues of production and distribution, concerning, for example, spatial 
differentiation in provision.

The essence of the SoP approach can be applied to public as with private consump-
tion in that each of the elements of a SoP is attached to an integral and distinctive 
system – the health system, the education system, and so on. Modes of provision 
themselves are attached to particular cultural associations and predispositions, with, 
for example, certain preconceptions associated with the suitability or otherwise of 
privately provided education or health services (attitudes that do themselves have to 
be contextualised and explained).

Recognising diversity allows for greater understanding of the issues which are 
historically-specific and depend on comparative location. This stands in stark con-
trast with orthodox economics, which interprets decisions over the respective roles of 
the public and private sectors in terms of market and state failures. In orthodox eco-
nomics, for example, the supposed presence of what may be termed externalities may 
be deemed to require state regulation. However, the nature of such ‘failures’ is itself 
sector-specific and requires a deconstruction of the nature and attributes of a good or 
service. Also needed is an understanding of the structures, relations, processes and 
agencies from production through to consumption that give rise to what are, or are 
not, deemed to be or to count as externalities (see below).

Finance, Financialisation and (PS)SoPs

If the provision of public goods and services has been significantly altered in recent 
years by privatisation, with consequent and varied impacts on consumption, one 
pervasive, though differentiated, attribute of privatisation has been the increased role 
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and influence of finance in social and economic provisioning – a phenomenon cap-
tured by the term ‘financialisation’ – for details on financialisation and its material 
culture, see Fine (2013a). The SoP approach, by incorporating analysis of structures 
and processes, is well equipped to address these changing modes and patterns of 
production and consumption, and the interaction between them.

With neoliberalism in general, and privatisation in different forms in particular, 
finance has become increasingly prominent in accounts of SoPs, affecting private 
consumption (not least in the use of credit as a means to fund) and state provision 
(extent and forms of state financing, for example). Where there is a perceived welfare 
element to delivery, the issue of finance inevitably raises corresponding issues of 
subsidy and equity that are liable to be contested. But it would be inappropriate to 
confine such issues to their redistributive role alone. As is readily apparent, the extent 
of privatisation and financialisation of state provision is highly diverse across sec-
tors and countries. So there is differentiation by these factors alone in the SoPs. But, 
equally, how such differences in these factors affect outcomes is diverse, contingent 
upon how they are located within the SoP as a whole. There have been, for example, 
differences in mortgage finance across countries and differences in how these have 
affected overall levels of, and access to, housing provision. Locating SoPs within the 
context of social policy brings in wider issues, such as income transfers (or subsidies 
including tax relief and means tests), but state financing features in the delivery of 
many goods, not just social policy, including, for example, agriculture. Bringing SoP 
analysis into areas with state financing and subsidy requires inquiry into the role of 
the state and the nature of its redistributive and other functions.

Along with chains of production, the chains of finance are also significant within 
SoPs. For example, privatisation has been promoted as a source of additional invest-
ment finance. However, private investment can be costly for the state due to the need 
to repay private financiers with a profit margin. The UK experience of the Private 
Finance Initiative shows how private capital has benefited greatly from the subcon-
tracting of services that were previously provided by the state (Vecchi et al., 2013). 
Finance is a major factor in the relations within and across the different elements 
of SoPs. The presence or intervention of finance shapes processes of provision and 
the behaviour of other agents. More than this, however, financial agencies are often 
proactive in trying to shape SoPs in favourable directions, as is most obviously dem-
onstrated by the aggressive promotion of owner-occupation and mortgages by the US 
subprime mortgage lenders.

Financialisation in the past three decades has transformed public provision in many 
sectors and locations into a private asset, from the sale of social housing to the priva-
tisation of water. The result is that provision is subject to the vagaries of stockholder 
and asset value, which has encouraged speculation, sell-offs, and sub-contracting 
at the expense of direct production. Nonetheless, the impact of financialisation has 
been different across and within SoPs. For housing for example, the rise of mortgage 
finance and owner-occupation has been pervasive, although the extent has been 
uneven in itself and in its impact upon forms, levels and distribution of housing. With 
the supply of water in England and Wales, the financialisation of ownership of provision 
has gone more or less unnoticed by consumers. The commodity-specific outlook of the 
SoP approach makes it well equipped to comprehend such variegation.
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There is, furthermore, some purchase in addressing social policy (and its privatisa-
tion) not only where there is material provision (as with education, housing, etc.) but 
also where there is not, other than indirectly, as with pension funds and social security 
for example. This can be done, though, in a sense, by ‘top-slicing’ the SoP approach 
and applying it without the underpinnings of the sectorally-specific system of provi-
sion itself. This depends on whether two crucial but mutually dependent elements of 
the (PS)SoP approach can be deployed in isolation from consumption itself. These 
are the appeal to consumption ‘norms’ and the application of the 10Cs in address-
ing the cultures of social policy. In the case of pensions, for example, although not 
directly related to consumption as opposed to sources of revenue to fund it, pension 
norms and pension cultures can both be examined through the SoP approach, not 
least as state and collective forms of provision have given way to the private and indi-
vidualised (and the corresponding creation of financial citizens and responsibilities). 
Pensions shift in how they are provided, who gets what and how this is perceived in 
terms of collective and individual responsibilities.4

Such an emphasis upon the SoP approach for social policy, especially pension pro-
vision, has the advantage of critically departing from the two main ways of approach-
ing social policy currently – the welfare regime approach of Esping-Andersen (1990) 
and the new welfare economics arising out of mainstream, imperfect-information 
economics (with each emphasising risk in its own way).5 From the perspective of 
the SoP approach to social policy, both of these suffer, if in very different ways, 
from unduly homogenising over contextually-specific policies and practices that are 
differentiated by programme and country. This is so whether by appeal to ill-fitting 
ideal types of welfare regimes or more or less efficient incorporation of marginal-
ised if optimising individuals into a situation of one type of market imperfection or 
another. Moreover, both implicitly eschew earlier political economy approaches to 
social policy and the welfare state that locate it in terms of the contradictory tensions 
between and within economic and social reproduction.

ConClusion

The SoP approach encompasses a considerably broader frame of analysis for con-
sumption than most sector-specific research (and, in many ways, the approach offers 
a synthesis of such research, or at least of the factors covered by it, in focusing upon 
the rooted realities underpinning consumption and its cultures). It places consump-
tion on the broader terrain of provisioning, where it belongs, particularly if we are to 
understand the shifting incidence and integration of the public and the private in 
norms of consumption and the corresponding impact of financialisation on who gets 
to consume what, how and with what meanings.

By locating consumption in the context of a chain of processes and structures 
brought about by relations between agents, the SoP approach opens the way for a more 
grounded interpretation of consumption, including policy impact/outcomes. First, SoPs 
are complex and they are context- and sector-specific, integrating relations across a 
multiplicity of agents with a diversity of structures, relations and processes. Each SoP is 



The SAGe hAndbook of ConSumer CulTure40

unique but that is not to say that there are not cross-cutting themes that can be observed, 
for example, in relation to financialisation. Although, in principle, the SoP approach 
displays some degree of neutrality towards the theory that should be deployed, and 
allows for theoretical differences across those who deploy it, the approach is not with-
out theoretical implications. These include a commitment to systemic, interdisciplinary 
analysis that is able to finesse the relationship between theory and specificity.

Second, the material culture of a commodity clearly affects consumption patterns 
due to the different material nature of different goods as well as the cultural values 
attached to them. Yet, major ideological shifts, for example, towards greater individu-
alisation of society and expanded presence and influence of finance have influence 
across numbers of SoPs.

Third, policy outcomes are case-specific. The complex web of structures, agents, 
processes and relations means that the same policy will lead to different outcomes in 
each context, depending on the prevailing SoP in which it is implemented.

Fourth, history is significant. The prevailing state of affairs rests heavily on past 
forms of provision and the way in which these have informed the continuing evolu-
tion of both material and cultural aspects of provision.

Fifth, the state has a multi-faceted role in incorporating diverse agencies including 
branches of government, from central to local. Its influence goes beyond the obvious 
interventions such as sector policy, encompassing a range of policy channels, includ-
ing environmental and financial legislation. Privatisation does not reduce the role of 
the state but changes it, usually from that of direct provider to regulator and enabler. 
State subsidies and cross-subsidies, sometimes implicit, affect the social equity of 
policy outcomes.

Finally, privatisation and financialisation are transforming consumption in the 
UK and elsewhere, making their incorporation into consumption studies imperative. 
Goods production and service delivery are now subject to the vagaries of sharehold-
ers that are interested in asset values, from the sale of social housing to the privatisa-
tion of water. Rather than serving consumption as such, pursuit of profitability is 
diverted towards financial engineering.

The SoP approach received considerable critical acclaim when first applied to the 
food and clothing sectors in the 1990s. Broadening the scope to what is traditionally 
known as the public sector can further our understanding of the parameters that shape 
the SoPs, with significant insight into the way in which these affect outcomes, par-
ticularly with regard to social equity, with implications for social policy. Application 
of the approach can be used to deepen understanding of the profound implications 
for consumption of privatisation and financialisation and situate these in the wider 
context of economic and social reproduction.

Notes

 1  Research for this paper was supported by the project Financialisation, Economy, Society and 
Sustainable Development (FESSUD), which is funded by the European Union under Framework 
Programme 7 [contract number 266800]. See http://fessud.eu/

 2  For more on the material culture of financialisation, see the Special Issue introduced by Bayliss 
et al. (2017).

 3  www.demand.ac.uk

http://fessud.eu
www.demand.ac.uk


the systems of provision approaCh to understanding Consumption 41

 4  Note that, despite being vital to the consumption of a major section of the population, pensions 
have been too mundane to be the subject of consumer theory!

 5  See Fine (2014).
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While economics have, to a large extent, participated in the invention of the con-
sumer as a category of knowledge, the discipline has paid little attention to the condi-
tions of the production of his/her identity. Instead, it has largely assumed that each 
individual consumer has a set of preferences and values whose determination is 
outside the realm of economics. By contrast, the social sciences and particularly  
history, sociology and anthropology have devoted many studies to furthering the 
understanding of how consumers’ desires, needs, expectations, rather than prefer-
ences, develop. While some have focused primarily on individuals’ social group or 
trajectory to gain insight into how they consume (Bourdieu, 1984), others have 
shown more interest in the ways in which consumers, their identities and their tastes 
are the product of specific techniques, activities and actors within societies. This 
chapter is a review of these social science studies.

In our analysis we are particularly interested in the ways in which not only market 
actors but also the State and civil society, as well as consumers themselves, contribute 
to the social making of consumers, in both the modern and contemporary periods, 
and in various geographical regions. Research in history, sociology and anthropology 
has enabled us to broaden the spectrum of actors and knowledge contributing to the 
making of consumers, from the Middle Ages up to the contemporary period, in China 
as much as in the West, and in the Soviet Union and countries of the East as much as 
in the USA (Berghoff and Spiekermann, 2012; Charpy et al., 2016; Chessel, 2012a; 
Trentmann, 2016).

This chapter first considers market actors themselves who develop techniques 
to create specific representations of consumers on which commercial offers can be 
based. We then consider research on the role of the State and of civil society in the 
construction of consumers’ identities. These studies show the extent to which such 
representations are rooted in specific political or moral projects, so that consumption 
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is determined as a social and political practice with an impact way beyond the domes-
tic sphere. To illustrate this, we investigate surveys on consumption. Finally, in the 
last part of this chapter we examine research that explores the forms of consumers’ 
capacities and autonomy. We show that the construction of the consumer requires that 
he or she be given agency, which in return produces effects on the construction of the 
representation of consumers themselves.

markeT ProFessionals and inTermediaries

Initially the sociology of consumption represented consumers in terms of their social 
trajectories (Bourdieu, 1984) or their identity formation (Douglas and Isherwood, 
1979), without necessarily taking into account the role of the market itself in the 
construction of the relationship with consumption. By contrast, more recent studies, 
inspired by the sociology of techniques and innovation, have shown close interest in 
the activities that produce representations of the consumer, attributing desires and 
preferences to them, and seeking to orientate their choices. These are the activities 
of various types of professionals (Barrey et al., 2000) as producers and service pro-
viders, who do what sociologists have called market work (Cochoy and Dubuisson-
Quellier, 2013). These activities range from building up knowledge about the 
consumer, during the stage of product design, to the organization of the consumer’s 
encounter with the offer, downstream, through the definition of the characteristics of 
the offer. They therefore involve the techniques of marketing as well as those of 
design, merchandising, packaging and retailing. But this market work also produces 
various elements, qualities, categories and nomenclatures, along with different prices 
and brands, guides and references to help consumers choose and match product 
offers with consumers’ identities. Market work is particular insofar as it rationalizes 
the market encounter to a significant degree, by seeing consumers from the point of 
view of their ability to choose. In short, consumers can choose only between those 
products and services that market professionals have put together for them. The 
market relationship with consumers is therefore particularly important in this com-
mercial work, where various market mechanisms have to be devised and set up 
(Callon et al., 2007) such as labels, prices, messages and advertisements, all of which 
will guide consumers towards the offers designed by these professionals.

Some of this work and these mechanisms for creating consumers operate upstream 
from the market world, when the products or the market representation are designed. 
For instance, in the years around 1800, factory draughtsmen were instrumental in 
the transformation and diffusion of objects of daily life, such as fabrics, wallpaper, 
porcelain tableware, and so on. They participated in the new economy of appearances 
that was being established under the impetus of new technical processes. Their job 
was both to copy and to invent motifs that were printed on dresses or vases, and they 
were partially responsible for the profusion of images, colours and visual devices that 
gradually became a feature of urban life (Millet, 2015; Roche, 1994, 2000).

In the twentieth century, industrial designers designed objects of daily life, 
 particularly small household appliances. By producing the shapes of electric irons 
or vacuum cleaners, they participated in the daily life of consumers in the 1960s 
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(Leymonerie, 2016). In the fashion industry, certain actors served as mediators 
between consumers and producers. Some women created ‘bureaux of stylists’ which 
disseminated information on the season’s fashion as ready-to-wear clothing became 
common (Maillet, 2013). Some of these specialists were also experts who explored 
ways of getting to know markets and consumers. This was the case for example in 
the 1930s around the London School of Economics, and Paul Lazarsfeld in the US, 
and the Gesellschaft für Konsumforschung (GfK) in Germany (Brückweck, 2011; 
Conrad, 2004; Schwarzkopf, 2016).

To a large extent, the marketing techniques of mass consumption were developed 
to further knowledge about the market. Yet, when they were developed in the early 
twentieth century, they served above all to sell large quantities of products result-
ing from agricultural surplus production in the US (Cochoy, 1998). Underpinned 
essentially by a logic of supply, the rationalizing of the commercialization of these 
massive quantities of agricultural products forged very imprecise representations 
of consumers. But as these marketing techniques developed, segmentation of the 
demand became a strategic tool for controlling competition. Firms and marketing 
specialists in universities defined consumers with multiple identities. Their aim was 
less to improve their knowledge of the market than to enable the offer, in the context 
of saturated markets, to find new outlets. Marketing should thus be understood less 
as a technique aimed at telling ‘the truth’ about the market and consumers, than as 
an approach to promote the sale of what has already been produced, on the basis of 
stable relations between products and the demand. Marketing performs the market 
(Callon, 2007); insofar as it brings into existence the reality that it helps to describe 
and to produce (Araujo and Kjellberg, 2009; Araujo et  al., 2010; Callon, 1998).  
To this end, it uses various remote techniques to represent consumers and analyse 
markets, typical of market studies (Dubuisson-Quellier, 2010; Heiskanen, 2005), 
such as survey or focus groups (Grandclément and Gaglio, 2011). Consumers’ 
expectations are thus constructed as multiple realities (Kjellberg and Helgesson, 
2006) that often compete with one another (Dubuisson-Quellier, 2013a) and that 
enable the various market operators to talk on their behalf in order to design the 
offer that they need.

Along with marketing, advertising is another set of techniques with performa-
tive dimensions. Advertising was provided by various actors even before advertisers 
became professionals in the twentieth century (Chessel, 1998; Marchand, 1985). In 
1646, with pomp and ceremony, King Louis XIV and cloth manufacturers, supported 
by Mazarin, launched refined ‘Dutch-like’ sheets made in France. They contributed 
to establishing the royal manufacture of Sedan and used a publicity campaign to cer-
tify the products of the royal seal. After the French Revolution, in a new context filled 
with uncertainty for commerce, the manufacturer and merchant Guillaume Ternaux 
organized a vast publicity campaign around Sedan sheets, to reassure his customers. 
In 1798 he positioned himself, without saying so, in the continuation of the Ancien 
Régime under which articles had been certified (Gayot, 2008). Eighteenth-century 
retailers, particularly in the semi-luxury industry that promoted the spread of new 
materials, also used publicity (Berg and Clifford, 1998; Coquery, 2004).

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, retailers did not always need public-
ity professionals to tell them where to set up their shops and to help them produce 
innovative advertising (Miller, 1981). Jules Ouaki, for instance, who founded the 
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maxi-discount shop Tati in Paris in the 1950s, invented a brand, or more precisely a 
name and colours – pink and white checks – to symbolize his business (Zalc, 2012).

From the twentieth century, advertisers, as artisans of consumers’ desires, also pro-
duced mediations to foster a relationship between products and consumers (Hennion 
et al., 1989). These mediations were based on particular representations of consumers 
(McFall, 2011), developed by professionals at advertising agencies. The definitions 
framed the relationship that advertisers were supposed to establish between consum-
ers and products, with the intention of developing forms of attachment between the 
two (Ariztia, 2015).

Yet the performativity of operations carried out by these different professionals 
cannot be based solely on their representations of consumers. It is also connected 
to the production of a large number of market devices that organize the encounter 
between products and consumers, which also channel it around the choices that have 
been made as regards both product quality and consumer profiles (Cochoy, 2010). 
Some authors have paid particular attention to market architectures, to gain insight 
into their contribution to the making of consumers’ competences. They have high-
lighted various ‘trade revolutions’ (Daumas, forthcoming 2018b). In seventeenth-
century England, relations between consumers and merchants took place in a context 
of lasting social relations, those between an aristocratic family, its suppliers, and 
its servants (Whittle and Griffiths, 2012). In eighteenth-century Paris these relations 
played out inside aristocrats’ residences, where traders delivered their goods directly 
to their noble consumers (Coquery, 1998). In the mountains and then the countryside, 
up until the nineteenth century, goods trading – from clothes to books, watches or 
handkerchiefs – revolved around the pedlar’s visit (Fontaine, 1993). Then in mid-
nineteenth century Paris, shop windows were invented, and with them all sorts of 
architectural innovations intended to display products in public and private spaces 
(Charpy, 2008, 2010).

The nature and form of consumers’ engagement in trade relations were therefore 
never independent of commercial devices. The trade relationship developed to a very 
large extent through the staging of the specific features that the two parties grant to this 
singular relationship within the market context. This point has been remarkably well 
illustrated by the work of Michelle de La Pradelle (2006). In the case of trading at out-
door markets in the 1990s, she describes how merchants and consumers recompose the 
depersonalization that everyone believes characterizes the market relationship, by engag-
ing in personalized interactions that are artificially staged to a greater or lesser degree.

Likewise, the analysis of the diversity of market architectures suggests designers’ 
intention to invite consumers to engage in the relationship in different ways. The 
‘cosy’, welcoming and hyper-selective nature of some shops, inspired by nineteenth-
century boutiques, builds a commercial relationship with consumers that is inten-
tionally dense, enhanced with various services, and not simply a transaction (Miller, 
1981). Some cheap department stores use pale lighting and a very simple system of 
stacking products to suggest that the relationship is above all economic and devoid of 
costly artifices (Dubuisson-Quellier, 2007). This diversity of commercial structures 
and their evolution in time contribute, in turn, to modifying and diversifying consum-
ers’ competencies.

The evolution of commercial agencements shapes the roles and competences 
of traders and consumers alike. Paul Du Gay (2004) describes, for example, the 
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development of self-service in early twentieth-century English shops. Introduced 
in a context where the price war demanded new solutions to cut costs, self-service 
required consumers to adapt. Faced with these new sales techniques, consumers 
were initially hostile, to some extent, and complained about having to do the work 
of salespersons and shop assistants. New techniques and new knowledge contrib-
uted to the accessibility of merchandise, as new types of shelf space were designed, 
along with sign-posting intended to guide consumers and to channel their choices and 
their actions in the shop (Cochoy, 2016). A nomenclature was developed to enable 
consumers to identify categories of products so that they could learn to be familiar 
with them and to adopt them, while other objects became indispensable, such as 
shopping carts (Cochoy, 2009). A mediated relationship gradually set in between 
consumers and products. It is the outcome of a fairly long process that started in 
the nineteenth century, which stemmed directly from the progressive development 
of various devices used to organize selling: counters, cash registers, labels, shelves, 
and packaging. With the advent of shopping malls (Cohen, 2003), supermarkets 
(Daumas, 2006), urban commercial development (Mallard, 2016), and e-commerce 
websites (Licoppe, 2008), it became usual for customers to adapt constantly and to 
acquire new competencies. Today, market professionals organize the conditions of 
expression of consumers’ choices in highly controlled and often optimized condi-
tions, based on objectives of profitability of economic strategies rather than customer 
satisfaction.

Research has moreover shown the wide diversity of market devices framing the 
expression of consumers’ choices. None of these devices is neutral or insignificant; 
on the contrary, they often reflect the competition and power struggles between 
the different agents involved in the supply and the commercialization of products 
or services. Susan Strasser’s work shows, for example, that when packaged cereals 
gradually replaced the sale of products in bulk, it reflected producers’ wish to build 
a more direct relationship with consumers through the guarantees of a brand, and 
thus to ensure that the seller alone could not control the relationship with consum-
ers (Strasser, 1989). The making of the consumer is thus also the product of power 
relations between the actors of the supply: those upstream who do not wish those 
downstream to have a monopoly on the control of consumers’ needs and expecta-
tions (Schleifer and De Soucey, 2015). Market devices populate the entire market, 
and each of them contributes in its own way to shaping consumers’ practices and 
identities, whether it be a question of brands, of packaging (Cochoy, 2002), of shop-
ping bags (Hagberg, 2016) or of loyalty cards (Araujo and Kjellberg, 2009). We even 
find them unexpectedly in various different worlds, as recent studies on evangeli-
cal churches and their promotional practices recently showed (Luca, 2012; Yip and 
Ainsworth, 2016).

To account for the systematic way in which these market operations and devices 
shape consumers’ behaviours in markets, Michel Callon proposed the notion of mar-
ket agencement. The term refers to the articulation of human and non-human actors 
that enables the circulation of products, from the people who design them down to 
those who use or consume them, by making possible the operations of calculation and 
adjustment that this implies (Callon, 2013). We owe to Lucien Karpik the construc-
tion of a framework for interpreting the various types of device in markets. Karpik 
(2010) classified them according to the size of the market, the regimes of coordination 
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that they supported, and the forms of consumer involvement. His analysis enables us 
to see the consumer as an individual whose autonomy and engagement in markets are 
largely organized by the commercial activity itself. Circulation in market spaces, the 
identification of products and of their properties, their commensurability and their 
singularization, are operations that consumers perform with equipment consisting 
not only of physical means but also of principles of calculation and of nomenclatures 
provided to them by market actors. The identities and competences of consumers 
cannot be conceived of today in any way other than as a product of market work 
rooted essentially in competitive power relations and strategies of economic control 
(Dubuisson-Quellier, 2013a).

The making oF The ‘good Consumer’

The making of the consumer is not only the product of market techniques; alongside 
market specialists, other actors also construct consumer figures. Social reformers 
seek to know and to educate consumers, while the State, the law and civil society 
contribute to forging a specific status for the consumer, that of consumer-citizen 
(Trentmann, 2006).

Whether they are sent by the central government or come from reformist groups 
wishing to transform society through philanthropy or legislative reform, those 
that we propose here to call ‘researcher-reformers’ are important actors in the 
construction of the consumer figure. Social inquiries have existed since the Middle 
Ages (Dejoux, 2014), but they took on particular importance in the nineeenth 
century (Bulmer et  al., 1991; Kalifa, 2010; Karila-Cohen, 2008). In this context, 
surveys on consumers’ budgets preceded and sometimes prepared the first market 
surveys (Schwarzkopf, 2016). Underpinned by a particular ideology, especially from 
1860, Frédéric Le Play’s monographic studies painted a picture in France of ideal 
families (Baciocchi and David, 2005–2006). We see emerging a normative portrait 
of working-class families that were supposed to save, to manage their budgets 
correctly, and to avoid consuming too much alcohol (Deluermoz, 2012; Kalaora 
and Savoye, 1989; Lhuissier, 2007). As these methods of surveying budgets, known 
as Leplaysian, have had an influence in other countries, such as China for example 
(Gamble and Burgess, 1921), they are particularly interesting comparative sources 
(Conrad and Triebel, 1985).

In the twentieth century, Catholic communities, especially those that were organ-
ized in the framework of Catholic Action – the participation of the laity in the apos-
tolate of the hierarchy – were also major producers of surveys that were not devoid 
of normative advice (Lhotte and Dupeyrat, 1937; Pelletier, 1995). In the UK and 
the USA, as well as Japan and Eastern Europe, reformers carried out social sur-
veys and studied consumer practices, especially regarding food (Bulmer et al., 1991; 
Converse, 1987; Thomann, 2015). Some of these researchers had the status of social 
scientists, such as Phyllis H. Williams, research assistant in sociology at the Institute 
of Human Relations (Yale University) in the 1930s. Williams published a book 
for social workers, nurses doing home visits, teachers and doctors who needed to 
know the community of Italian immigrants in the USA better. She described their 
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lifestyle and criticized the richness of their diet, which was very different from that 
of Southern Italy (Trentmann, 2016: 598–599; Williams, 1938). The worlds of social 
reform and of the social sciences were indeed closely entangled in the first half of the 
twentieth century. American empirical sociology owed a great deal to social workers, 
who were very often women, like Phyllis H. Williams (Fitzpatrick, 1990; Platt, 1996; 
Silverberg, 1998).

These surveys contributed to the making of consumers, but in a very different 
sense to that of market professionals. Here it is not a question of creating consumers’ 
needs to sell products, but of normatively framing their behaviors. In this respect, the 
State and civil society have also regularly sought to define moral and citizen-related 
obligations of consumers (Chatriot et  al., 2004; Dubuisson-Quellier, 2016). It is 
especially in particular contexts where resources were rare and countries experienced 
economic difficulties, as in times of war or economic crisis, that States appeal to 
consumers’ duties as citizens. In many countries, the making of the citizen seems 
to be closely articulated to that of the consumer, not only because the State plays 
a fundamental role in consumer societies (Strasser et al., 1998) by defining a legal 
status for the consumer, but, more importantly, because consumption appears as a 
process through which consumers fully occupy the political space (Daunton and 
Hilton, 2001). The notion of ‘pocketbook politics’ (Jacobs, 2005) defines citizens’ 
engagement through economic behaviour that has to match the community’s 
expectations (Trentmann, 2009). Consumers are thus regularly invited to adapt their 
practices according to economic and political situations. During World War I, in both 
the USA and the UK, governments asked citizens to reduce their consumption so as 
not to worsen shortages, and thus to participate in the war effort. During World War 
II, a federal bureau created specifically to combat inflation even asked consumers to 
watch prices (Cohen, 2003). After the war, women consumers in France were also 
called on to combat inflation (Pulju, 2011). The consumer became an actor in public 
policy-making and the market became an arena in which individuals could express 
their citizenship.

Consumption was thus also a driver of growth during the New Deal in the USA. 
It was even during this period that a real social contract was entered into between 
the State and citizen-consumers, aimed at basing both economic prosperity and 
democratic life on mass consumption. In A Consumers’ Republic, Lizabeth Cohen 
describes how the ‘citizen-consumer’ of the 1930s morphed after World War II 
into a ‘purchaser-citizen’ to serve the national interest, by supporting the new mass 
consumption economy. This was not only the outcome of commercial trends but 
also revolved around urban development policies in the 1950s which segmented 
the population along the lines of class and race. These policies moved the white 
middle classes into suburban residential areas by assisting them in buying homes and 
cars, and by creating shopping malls devoted to them (Cohen, 2003). By facilitating 
access to credit for consumption and home ownership, the US government made 
consumption rather than savings the main driver of its economy. This contrasted with 
other countries such as France, where savings were encouraged (Trumbull, 2014).

The Chinese government also opted for consumption when it changed its eco-
nomic policies after 1979. Aware of the failure of the planned economy in improv-
ing lifestyles, the authorities revised their priorities. Production was henceforth to  
be turned more towards the satisfaction of immediate desires for consumer goods. 
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To sustain growth, buy social peace and ensure its longevity, the Party placed its 
bets on a Chinese consumer society. Initially this regime was based on exports but 
then, from the 2000s, it started to rely on the domestic demand. Consumers and 
especially the middle classes were thus encouraged to consume (Davis, 2000; Gerth, 
2010; Guiheux, 2011).

Civil society – especially the non-profit and activist world – has also played an 
active part in morally framing consumption (Dubuisson-Quellier, 2013b, 2013c). 
Since the emblematic cases of revolutionary boycotts against the British Empire in 
the eighteenth century in the USA, and then ‘free produce’ approaches of the abo-
litionist movements in the early nineteenth century which proposed goods not pro-
duced with slave labor, there has been a significant political tradition in civil society 
consisting in making the consumer an agent of change (Glickman, 2009). From this 
tradition sprung the US and European consumer leagues that developed at the turn 
of the twentieth century, with the mission of making consumers responsible for their 
purchases, and protecting women’s labor rights (Chessel, 2012b). They thus embod-
ied two forms of consumer mobilization: both as agents of political change and as 
a social group that can benefit from these changes. At the same time, in the UK, 
consumers defended ‘free trade’ (Trentmann, 2009). Although they did not entirely 
move away from their ambiguous position, the consumer movements that developed 
in the 1930s in the US and in the 1950s in Europe specialized in defending con-
sumers’ rights and interests (Hilton, 2009). Organizations such as the Consumers’ 
Union in the USA, the Consumers’ Association in England, the Union Belge des 
Consommateurs in Belgium, and the Union Fédérale des Consommateurs in France 
invented and disseminated techniques for testing products, with the idea of train-
ing consumers to make better choices (Aldridge, 1994; Mallard, 2000). This new 
representation of consumers, often largely institutionalized by governments them-
selves, served to defend their interests and was behind many laws passed to protect 
consumers (Chatriot et al., 2006; Trentmann, 2001; Trumbull, 2006). Indeed, states 
are themselves very proactive in building representations of the good consumer by 
designing a large set of public instruments, from taxes, to public campaigns, labeling 
and more recently nudges, aiming at orienting consumers’ decisions towards com-
mon good objectives, such as public health or the preservation of the environment 
(Dubuisson-Quellier, 2016).

In post-war Poland, textile workers and the trade-union, Solidarność which formed 
de facto the largest consumer movement, even if they spoke as workers, demanded 
that socio-economic resources be distributed equitably (Mazurek and Hilton, 2007). 
In western countries, from the 1990s and 2000s, civil society organizations developed 
actions that targeted consumers, providing them with labels (Bartley et al., 2015). 
Consumers were invited to engage in ‘individualized collective action’, that is, to 
manifest their political engagement by either boycotting or on the contrary ‘buycott-
ing’ certain types of product (Micheletti, 2003). These movements thus proposed 
numerous types of protest or resistance, or else engagement in forms of alternative 
consumption or in sustainable community movements (Dubuisson-Quellier, 2013c; 
Forno and Graziano, 2014).

Market actors, researcher-reformers, government authorities and militant organ-
izations all construct ‘figures’ of normative consumers. It is in this framework that the 
consumer usually appears as a woman, the shopper whom people notice in the streets 
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of London, or the ‘housewife’ that advertising wants to appeal to, that the reformer 
wants to educate, that government wants to control, and that activist organizations 
want to enroll (Chessel, 2011; de Grazia and Furlough, 1996; Rappaport, 2000). 
Thus, the shoplifter in department stores in France, the UK or the USA who appeared 
at the end of the nineteenth century was almost always a woman; she represented the 
dangers of middle-class female consumption (Abelson, 1989; Roberts, 1998). On the 
other hand, the consumer as an economic figure – homo economicus – was always a 
man and was never considered dangerous (Donohue, 1999). Let us now move away 
from these normative figures and look at the practices of ordinary men and women. 
Do consumers not also contribute to the making of themselves? What can be said of 
their agency?

The Consumer’s ‘agenCy’

The framing of consumption by the market, civil society and the State may suggest that 
the consumer is a passive individual whose acts are largely the product of multiple 
framings. This view was spread by voices critical of consumption, which tended to 
see it as being essentially manipulated by marketing and advertising that, they 
claimed, were capable of stripping consumers of their free will. Advertising messages 
allegedly alienated consumers and maintained the working classes in a state of 
dependence on mass consumer products (Marcuse, 1991), thus reducing products to 
the state of signs mirroring social identities, devoid of substance (Baudrillard, 1996). 
These studies were set in a long tradition of moralizing writings (Trentmann, 2016).

In The Theory of the Leisure Class, Thorstein Veblen (1899) described how the upper 
classes in ancient societies compelled themselves to invest heavily in ostentatious 
consumption intended to show their rank and power in society. As this norm spread 
from the top down, their servants and then the lowest ranks of society adopted the 
same modes of consumption. The sociologist Maurice Halbwachs (1913) similarly 
showed the propensity of working-class households to increase the share of spending 
on clothes as soon as their income increased, in order to integrate into society more 
fully. But he emphasized that consumption should not only be read from the angle 
of imitations and adaptations between social classes; it is above all a strong marker 
and identification of class. He thus showed that the working classes’ consciousness 
stemmed precisely from their understanding that, with regard to consumption, their 
employers did not have to make the same sacrifices as they did. Moreover, the 
family played a crucial role as the consumer unit par excellence, there where class 
identity was expressed, inculcated and maintained. It was probably Pierre Bourdieu 
who proposed the most thorough analysis of the forms of discipline that the social 
structure exerted on consumption practices. Inspired by Veblen and by Halbwachs, 
Bourdieu showed the links between lifestyles and the maintenance of positions in 
society. From his point of view, the manifestation of taste and above all of disgust, 
through consumption practices, was one of the main factors in the construction and 
maintenance of social relations of domination and submission. Material goods, he 
argued, make it possible to make these tastes visible and thus to participate in the 
construction of social hierarchies (Bourdieu, 1984). Individuals develop a class 
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identity shaped in a habitus, thus constructing and stabilizing the positions of social 
groups as much as do individual consumption practices. While Bourdieu’s analyses 
of cultural goods strongly reflect the period in which they were set, the importance 
of the social group in the diffusion of certain consumption practices remains strong 
to this day, as the middle classes’ role in spreading organic farming and ‘good food’ 
attests (Johnston et al., 2011).

The persistence of particularities related to social groups is clearly highlighted 
by historians, even though they tend to qualify the determinisms (Daumas, 2018a). 
Under the Ancien Régime, when one was part of the ‘people of Paris’, one’s dwell-
ing was poor, in a single room in which it was impossible to feel really ‘at home’. 
Despite the introduction of new objects – for instance porcelain tableware, mirrors 
and razors – lifestyles were linked to a particular relationship with precariousness 
(Roche, 1987). The risk of extreme poverty was an incentive to build safety nets, 
including by buying and selling goods, as needed (Fontaine, 2008). In the nineteenth 
century the workers studied by Leplaysian researchers used all sorts of strategies to 
be able to eat: they could glean vegetables or use bartering (Lhuissier, 2007). At the 
end of the nineteenth century, small farmers gradually adopted the urban model of 
consumption, but their practices remained widely diverse and particularities did not 
disappear. Rural populations still consumed a large amount of their own production 
(Daumas, 2015).

These popular practices were perpetuated in Paris in the early twentieth century, in 
a period when there was a broadening of the consumption of goods, notably through 
the development of credit intended for the working classes. These classes maintained 
specific practices, notably the use of goods as a means of saving, or by tinkering to 
extend the life-span of objects (Albert, 2012, 2014). Ethnographic studies show that 
in the past, and still today, low-income households devise solutions to live ‘from day 
to day’ and to manage. They count money and time, adapt their spending according 
to their income, travel far to obtain the cheapest goods, or use their social network 
(Cottereau and Marzok, 2012). In contemporary China we find the persistence of 
working-class consumption practices alongside a new extremely rich population. In 
Shanghai, which in the 1990s recovered the commercial activity that it had known in 
the early twentieth century, standardized spaces of mass retailing coexist with quasi-
rural markets (Guiheux, 2010).

We thus discover consumers’ capacity for ‘bricolage’, their re-appropriation 
of objects (de Certeau, 1984; Lüdtke, 1994) or their willing to negotiate the 
recommendations they receive while consuming (Plessz et  al., 2016). This was 
for instance how the middle classes invented a new way of using, arranging and 
displaying goods in the nineteenth century. Being bourgeois was not solely a matter 
of owning goods; it was also one of ‘making personal use of them that was consistent 
with collective practices’. Middle-class consumers protected their dwellings with 
locks, displayed their ornaments in cabinets, stored their documents in secretaires, 
kept their jewelry in boxes, and became enthusiastic collectors of objects. In this way, 
consumers contributed to their own social making (Charpy, 2010). In the twentieth 
century, it was through their ‘bricolage’ and their use of goods that European 
consumers constructed a common material culture, around, for example, the bicycle 
or the computer (Oldenziel and Hård, 2013).
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We now know from studies on men and women’s daily lives that consumption 
was not absent in the Soviet Union and Eastern European countries before the 
1990s. Consumers here could also be active in particular contexts (Kott, 2001; Pence 
and Betts, 2008; Reid and Crowley, 2000). Life in the Soviet Union in the 1930s 
demanded resourcefulness and luck, in order to maintain normal life in exceptional 
conditions (Fitzpatrick, 1999). More broadly in East Europe, consumers were neither 
puppets nor heroes, but they did contribute to transforming the socialism of daily life 
through their resourcefulness within the framework of a normed system (Ragaru and 
Chapelle-Popacean, 2010; Zakharova, 2015, 2016).

In other words, consumers are also made through their own practices, and they 
constantly negotiate the norms they encounter in an ongoing play with market actors. 
By setting up market architectures, marketers structure the relationship between 
products and consumers that does not exist in the absolute. By researching and com-
menting on their research, social reformers shape consumer figures and norms, all 
the while providing valuable information on popular practices. By creating a frame-
work, actors of the State facilitate or limit acts of consumption – an extreme example 
of which we see in contemporary China. The technological and general framework 
cannot be transformed by consumers; it is for instance impossible to heat one’s apart-
ment if the infrastructure is absent.

Yet consumers do not necessarily conform to the multiple injunctions aimed at 
them. Through ‘bricolage’, adaptation and negotiation they survive on wages below 
the breadline, articulate consumption and savings, maintain ostentatious consump-
tion even when such practices are frowned upon, and come to terms with nutritional 
or environmental norms to choose their food. Normative and practical discourses 
must therefore be distinguished, even if they are intrinsically interlinked in reality. 
This dissociation is one contribution by recent studies on consumption, which are 
now focusing as much on practices and objects as on normative discourses (Crossick, 
2000; Daumas, 2010; Trentmann, 2016).
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5
Consumption, Class and Taste

Jess ica  Paddock

inTroduCTion

This chapter charts the sociological consideration of class and taste and their bearing 
on consumer practice. Indeed, since the Cultural Turn and the rise of post-industrial 
neoliberal free market capitalism, traditional class categories have been understood 
as ceasing to resonate, due to a blurring of boundaries between working- and middle-
class occupations and the cultures that go with them (Crompton, 2008; Savage, 
2000). This begs the question as to whether there remain any pronounced differences 
between classes today. To answer such a question, we must consider on the one hand 
how differences between social groups find means of expression, while on the other, 
equip ourselves with the tools necessary to observe and understand these 
manifestations.

For Douglas and Isherwood (1996), consumer goods produce, reflect and make 
stable the categories of our culture. In this way, consumption is understood to offer 
a lens through which to delineate class, and is a perspective closely aligned with 
the sociology of Pierre Bourdieu. For Bourdieu, one’s disposition or worldview is 
acquired through the habitus, which structures one’s tastes across fields; most pre-
dominantly in art and music but also in clothes, food, and even styles of furniture. 
That is, class can be read and understood through the analysis of consumption 
(Saunders, 1990; Warde et al., 1999). Taking Bourdieu’s treatise on distinction as a 
starting point, this chapter outlines key concepts underlining Bourdieu’s framework, 
and then explores contemporary incarnations and modifications of this key contribu-
tion (Bennett et al., 2009; Lamont, 1992; Silva and Warde, 2010; Southerton, 2002).

Beginning with a key departure marked by Mennell (1985), that increasing the 
variety of consumer goods leads to diminishing contrasts between these goods and the 
people consuming them, the chapter notes how this has triggered lively debate as to 
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the relevance of Bourdieu’s framework in explaining the relationship between consump-
tion, class and taste today. Chiefly, the chapter presents the critical dialogue that has 
developed around Peterson and Kern’s (1996) theory of cultural ‘omnivorousness’, 
and considers whether or not snobbish behaviours have given way to broad apprecia-
tion of diverse cultural forms. If not, I draw on the most contemporary debates in the 
field to suggest there may be new and emerging ways that distinction is expressed and 
the associated advantages accrued by social actors.

Class, ConsumPTion and Consumer CulTure

The decline of manufacturing industry and rise of consumerism over the last century 
led some in Britain to argue that class serves as a less meaningful descriptive cate-
gory for marking social divisions than it once was (Bauman, 2009; Clark and Lipset, 
1991; Pahl, 1989). Pakulski and Waters (1996) even proclaimed class a redundant 
category, going as far as to proclaim the ‘death’ of class. Replacing class is a notion 
of the self as being made reflexively in interaction with the institutions of what 
Giddens (1991) terms ‘high’ modernity. As post-Fordist production and flexible 
specialisation bring with it the means to both create and respond to demand for rap-
idly changing styles in clothes, furniture and even cars, the rising middle classes 
were thought to have entered a period in which they were enjoying freedom of 
expression through the cultivation of lifestyle projects, rather than adopting a style 
out of custom or habit (Featherstone, 2007). Indeed, these postmodern perspectives 
have provided analyses that fundamentally question the relevance of class in shaping 
identities (Appignanesi and Bennington, 1989; Hebdige, 1988). With consumerism 
offering new opportunities for self-cultivation through choices made in the market-
place, class is considered an outmoded way of understanding differences between 
social actors and groups. Moreover, to explain systems of social inequality and injus-
tice, further facets of one’s identity and their intersectionality are thought to better 
account for the multidimensional layers that reproduce or deny privilege. Class, 
therefore, is thought not to satisfactorily account for all aspects of one’s identity, and 
comprehending identity requires consideration of race, ethnicity, gender, physical 
and/or mental (dis)ability, religion and sexual orientation as well as class (although 
this chapter does not offer such an analysis, see Andersen and Hill-Collins, 2015). 
Amongst recognition of the multiplicity of identities and changing social structures 
and spaces of lifestyles, class may be less easily recognised (Crompton, 2008).

Indeed, rather than social position clearly determining which form was for whom, 
the great divide between popular (‘low culture’) and consecrated forms (‘high’ cul-
ture) is broken down as consumers playfully engage across forms and genres that were 
previously highly stratified (Storey, 2015). While this can be taken as evidence that 
class differences in consumption have somewhat dissolved, this has sparked interest 
in the idea that class may be structuring consumption in alternate ways. Some argue 
that class may even have a stronger effect upon consumption, if with the decline in 
industrial manufacturing; consumption takes the place of production as a linchpin 
of identity formation (Saunders, 1990). Whichever perspective we might consider 
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most convincing, consumption was indeed considered a significant force in shaping 
an organising contemporary life (Warde, 1994, 2017). Yet, warning against overstat-
ing the primacy of individualised consumer decision-making, Warde (1997) argues 
that there is less choice (and less of the anxiety that goes with it) to be observed in 
consumer practices than is inferred by Bauman’s (1988) suggestion of a new form 
of consumer freedom. Indeed, our socio-economic position limits the options avail-
able to us, determining choices we make as consumers (Lury, 2011). For this reason, 
Tomlinson and Warde (1993) were able to accurately predict the social class of a 
person by the contents of their shopping basket, yet this was only possible after they 
somewhat re-drew the boundaries of class membership by considering the possibility 
that the middle classes were internally differentiated. That is, the tastes of manag-
ers were discernible from the tastes of the self-employed, professionals and routine 
white-collar workers. It is perhaps no surprise that the class schema developed from 
the work of Goldthorpe and colleagues at the Nuffield College during the 1980s 
and 1990s was updated and codified into the National Statistics Socio-Economic 
Classification (NS-SEC), which continues to focus upon the divisions within as well 
as between classes, placing social actors in one of seven class groupings according 
to individual employment position. While this remains the most validated measure 
of class, this schema is thought by some not to do justice to the complexity of class 
today, and much work has ensued in fathoming the shape and boundaries of class 
structure in contemporary Britain.

Bourdieusian understandings of class have been championed for they go beyond 
measures of income and wealth, incorporating variables such as education, social 
networks and lifestyle, thus recognising the interplay between economic, social and 
cultural capital (Bennett et al., 2009; Crompton, 2008). This ‘cultural class analy-
sis’ (Atkinson, 2011, 2016) offers a point of analytic intersection with further axes 
of differentiation, such as gender (Skeggs, 1997). The ‘Great British Class Survey’ 
(GBCS) was conducted in 2011 and reported in Savage et al. (2013), who claim to 
have forged a way for the new phase of class analysis, generating a whole new model 
of social class that considers the interaction of economic, social and cultural capitals 
achieved by the method of latent class analysis. In doing so, they find a clear ‘elite’ 
class, discovering that social and cultural privilege may indeed help in securing their 
position at the top of British society. Moving down the scale they find the ‘established 
middle class’ and the ‘traditional working class’, which more readily fit Goldthorpe’s 
schema. New class groupings such as the ‘technical middle class’ who are more 
socially restricted than the established middle classes, and have low engagement 
with highbrow culture. ‘New affluent workers’ are less well-off, yet relatively eco-
nomically secure, and have tastes that conform to what they call ‘emerging’ cultural 
capital. This is a concept developed in order to capture new and more cosmopolitan 
modes of cultural consumption – such as gig attendance and appreciation for ethnic 
cuisine – evolving along more contemporary lines, as the classical division between 
highbrow/lowbrow breaks down. ‘Emergent service workers’ better capture young 
urbanites making their way with little economic capital, but with high emerging cul-
tural capital, and strong social connections. At the bottom end of the scale, they find 
evidence of a ‘precariat’, who are lacking in all forms of capital, offering sharp con-
trast to the ‘elite’ grouping. While Savage et al. (2013) do not intend to compete with 
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the NS-SEC, they suggest that their model offers an alternative that seeks to ‘shed 
more light on how cultural and social boundaries operate in Britain’ (p. 243).

In this way, we can see that Bourdieu has had an enormous influence on the study 
of social differentiation, taste and consumption, despite some calls to uphold the 
Weberian distinction between class and status (Chan and Goldthorpe, 2007). For this 
reason, the chapter outlines the Bourdieusian approach in some detail before discussing 
key critical modifications and debates regarding how these can be used to understand 
consumer culture today.

underlining key ConCePTs

Habitus, Field and Capitals

For Bourdieu, the habitus is a deeply structured cultural grammar; a set of uncon-
scious rules that serve the perpetuation of its conditions over time. It inculcates 
‘reasonable’ and ‘common sense’ forms of social action (Bourdieu, 1990: 55). As a 
‘structured structure’ (ibid., p. 53) the habitus provides form for the social actor to 
become socialised into a set of appropriate dispositions. As a ‘structuring structure’, 
life chances are transformed and perpetuated into subjective ones, in turn, reifying 
the objective structure of the status quo. The habitus is formative, presenting a set of 
reasonable practices, such as attaining higher education, appreciation of certain kinds 
of art and literature, or sporting activities, to those positioned within the correspond-
ing habitus to which these practices have become normal and common-sense. One 
develops ‘stylistic affinity’ (Bourdieu, 1984: 173) to that which has become reason-
able and normal within that habitus, and commensurate with its economic 
affordances, thus accounting for the perpetuity of these forms of style over time. In 
other words:

being the product of a particular class of objective regularities, the habitus tends to generate all 
the ‘reasonable’, ‘common sense’, behaviours (and only these) which are possible within the 
limits of these regularities, and which are likely to be positively sanctioned because they are 
objectively adjusted to the logic characteristic of a particular field whose objective future they 
anticipate. At the same time ‘without violence, art or argument’ it tends to exclude all ‘extrava-
gances’ (‘not for the likes of us’), that is, all the behaviours that would be negatively sanctioned 
because they are incompatible with the objective conditions. (Bourdieu, 1990: 55–6)

It is this recognition of the structural and cultural elements shaping one’s location in 
the social field that makes Bourdieu’s concept of ‘position’ appropriate to the study 
of contemporary class relations. It is where we see the logic of limits at work as 
social actors are thought to gain a sense of their place through an orientation to others 
and their practices. The habitus is a sphere of activity around which there circulates 
‘a practical anticipation of what the social meaning and value of the chosen practice 
or thing will probably be, given their distribution in social space and the practical 
knowledge the other agents have of the correspondence between goods and groups’ 
(Bourdieu, 1984: 466–7). These are not deliberative and conscious actions, they are 
felt, embodied and actioned without thinking. We might think of the limits of habitus 
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working through what makes us feel comfort or discomfort in some social occasions, 
or manifested in our preferences of dislike for some foods, music, ways of dressing, 
films and television programmes or home furnishings.

The power of the habitus to impose limits derives from a wider structure – the field. 
This is defined as a network or configuration of relations between positions in that 
field (see Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 97). Fields are bounded spheres of activity 
identifiable through their shared principles and knowledges, and are arenas for strug-
gle over resources defined as ‘capitals’ – economic, social, cultural and symbolic. 
Economic capital underpins all other capitals, for this ‘is first and foremost a power 
to keep necessity at arm’s length’ (ibid., p. 55). All other forms of capital tend to 
conceal that this lies at their root (Bourdieu, 1986 [2011]: 89). Then, the most sought 
after resource in the field – once one is free from economic necessity – is ‘cultural 
capital’, which can manifest in the form of long-lasting dispositions of the mind and 
body, in the form of cultural goods, for instance, in books and instruments, or appear 
in an institutionalised state in the form of an educational qualification. Social capital 
refers to the social network or group, membership of which provides its affiliates with 
the benefits of mobilising collectively owned capital (Bourdieu, 1989). This is where 
one’s social connections to others come to really matter.

It is the mal-distribution of access to these capitals across the field that forms the 
centre of Bourdieu’s critique of domination. In sum, the field is the battleground 
for the struggle to acquire capital, while the habitus simultaneously imposes limits 
upon one’s likelihood of pursuing advancement in the field. To the three forms of 
‘capital’ outlined above, Bourdieu adds a fourth – symbolic capital. This is the form 
that ‘capital’ takes when it is misrecognised; when there is a failure to recognise the 
‘specific logic’ in misrecognising ‘the arbitrariness of its possession and accumula-
tion’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 119). For Bourdieu, this lies in the subjective 
recognition of certain commodities, relationships or practices as worthy. Relating 
these dynamics to the reproduction of gender inequalities, Skeggs (1997) notes that 
such processes lead to the celebration of some qualities, while others are disparaged 
and vilified.

Distinction and Homologies of Taste

Bourdieu was not the first to explore the relationship between class and consump-
tion. As Warde (1997) summarises, the classical sociology offered by Marx, Weber 
and Simmel tied consumption patterns to class positions, seeing consumption as an 
expression of social hierarchy. Inequalities in access to resources figure consumption 
as a resource for class struggle. Going further, Veblen’s (1994) The Theory of the 
Leisure Class, originally published in 1899, provides a commentary on what he 
observes as ‘conspicuous consumption’ – a form of consumptive display that charac-
terised the practices of the American aspirational classes. Ultimately, it was the open 
display of free time and care taken to show wastefulness – ‘because one could afford 
to’ – that was seen to reflect pecuniary status. The most comprehensive examination 
of social class and taste, however, is Bourdieu’s (1984) Distinction: A Social Critique 
of the Judgement of Taste. This study is based on a survey questionnaire carried out 
by extended interview and ethnographic observations in 1963 and 1967–68 
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administered to a sample of 1217 people in Paris, Lille and a small provincial town 
in France.

This work was founded upon a premise that; ‘taste classifies, and it classifies the 
classifier. Social subjects, classified by their classifications, distinguish themselves 
by the distinctions they make, between the beautiful and the ugly, the distinguished 
and the vulgar, in which their position in the objective classifications is expressed or 
betrayed’ (Bourdieu, 1984: 6). Here, cultural consumption is seen to figure promi-
nently in fulfilling the social function of marking and legitimating social differences 
between social subjects. In understanding how such a system operates, he suggests 
that the ‘science of taste and of cultural consumption’ (ibid.), as seen in the taste for, 
say, jazz music, may most often be justified by the refusal of other forms, such as 
country music.

To comprehend the nature of distinctive practices, and the ways that different  
systems of dispositions express themselves, Bourdieu subjected the entire set of sur-
vey data to multiple correspondence analysis. These questions involved probing for 
respondents’ preferences in painting, music, radio programmes and books, among 
many others in order to discern patterns, or homologies of taste. Homologies are 
sets of correspondences that exist relationally both within and across fields, where it 
becomes possible to recognise the interrelationship between someone’s taste for one 
item and another. There is a link between the cultural domains of food consumption 
and home decor as each body is the bearer of signs that are unconsciously registered 
by the social actor and by onlookers.

[T]he seemingly most immediate ‘elective affinities’ are always partly based on the unconscious 
deciphering of expressive features, each of which only takes on its meaning and value within the 
system of its class variations … Taste is what brings together things and people that go together. 
(Bourdieu, 1984: 241)

Described as a ‘resemblance within a difference’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 
106) homologies consist of tastes that unite people from within a particular habitus 
or ‘world view’ across fields. In Distinction, Bourdieu suggests that art and cultural 
consumption fulfil ‘a social function of legitimating these very social differences’ 
(1984: 7). Such a system of differences is clearly delineated in the case of food, for 
the ‘body is the most indisputable materialization of class taste’ (ibid., p. 190). Ways 
of feeding and caring for the body reveal the deepest of dispositions of the habitus. 
The working classes are distinguished by the ‘inclusion of salty, substantial, clearly 
masculine foods’ (ibid., p. 382). These include soup, meat and cheese. The working-
class meal is characterised by ‘elastic’ and ‘abundant’ dishes brought to the table. 
There is also an avoidance of dishes that involve the measuring of portions. Instead, 
the soup or the casserole is brought to the table and served with a ladle – a way of 
eating that does not restrict portion size or the potential for second helpings. All 
dishes are brought to the table at the same time, and stirring spoons shared to save 
labour – the ceremonious over-use of cutlery and plates is considered an affectation. 
On the contrary, the bourgeoisie ‘is concerned to eat with all due form’ (ibid., p. 196). 
In the bourgeois habitus there is an expression of order, propriety and restraint that 
is as applicable to eating as it is to dressing. Crumbs are brushed from the table 
before dessert is served. The meal marks aesthetic refinement, with focus on quality 
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over quantity and style over function. For the working classes, food is seen to belong 
to the realm of ‘substance’ and ‘being’, and for the bourgeoisie to the realm of ‘form’ 
and ‘appearance’. The practice of eating, even within the family home is considered 
privy to distinction wherein clear homologies of taste can be observed, a dynamic 
that Atkinson and Deeming (2015) find is transposable to Britain today.

While to document the widespread influence of Bourdieu’s work is far too large a 
task to rehearse here, Silva and Warde (2010) provide such a resource in their classi-
fication of reflections by key scholars whom either fully adopt, partially critique and 
even completely repudiate the theoretical schema outlined above. Below, the chapter 
turns to discuss key studies that have utilised Bourdieu’s toolkit of concepts in delin-
eating the prevalence and meaning of distinction for consumer culture.

CriTiCal develoPmenT and amendmenTs

‘Distinction’ After Bourdieu

Having conducted 160 in-depth interviews with successful French and American 
upper-middle-class men, Lamont (1992) provides a startling portrait of their means 
of separating themselves from the lower classes. Whilst paying some homage to the 
work of Bourdieu (1984), her work is suggestive of some neglect of his work in the 
moral dimensions of boundary formation between and within social classes. Above 
all, Lamont (1992) pays close attention to the discourses of boundary formation, 
particularly in relation to cultural refinement, success in the workplace and conspicu-
ous consumption. Lamont’s concept of ‘boundary work’ is situated around three 
boundary nodes – socio-economic, cultural and moral – which has since been opera-
tionalised in the UK by Southerton (2002) in his community study of class identifica-
tion in a new southern English town. The least affluent respondents’ narratives are 
revealing of a sense of distinction gained from asserting one’s sense of economy over 
extravagance. For those having experienced short-range social mobility, cultural 
boundaries were drawn through expression of an aversion to a common culture of 
being ‘rough’, while looking after one’s garden was presented as a mark of cultural 
distinction over those whose gardens were a ‘mess’. Professionals living on the most 
prestigious streets of the town make references to tacit cultural tastes shared with 
friends who ‘know the difference between Australian and French red wine’ and 
whose embodied social differences mark them as separate from those who have 
‘always got a cigarette in their hand’ (p. 185).

Key insights drawn out by Bourdieu’s Distinction are applied to a vast number of 
empirical contributions. More recent contributions range from those that chart the 
efforts of the Russian upper class to gain social capital through the demonstration 
of ‘culturedness’ over ostentatious display of wealth (Schimpfossl, 2014), to the 
maintenance of female friendships (Mellor et al., 2010), sexuality and fandom (Harman 
and Jones, 2013) and wine drinking (Brierley-Jones et  al., 2014). Furthermore, 
studies that follow Bourdieu’s method of Multiple Correspondence Analysis – a 
statistical methods used to establish the pattern of relationships of several categorical 
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dependent variables – come to map the tastes of consumers in the same way as 
Bourdieu (Kahma and Toikka, 2012), while others explore the social attitudes of 
consumers. Deeming (2014), for example, reveals sharp contours and differences in 
attitudes and tastes among British consumers according to class divisions, and finds 
evidence across fields of food, clothing and social life. Most importantly, Deeming 
(2014) suggests that a contemporary British working class ‘taste for the necessary’ 
is akin to that of Bourdieu’s 1960s France. Looking towards the forms of emerging 
cultural consumption mentioned above, Portwood-Stacer (2012) theorise abstention 
from popular social media such as Facebook as conspicuous display.

Forty years after Bourdieu’s Distinction, the most comprehensive appraisal of its 
contemporary relevance remains that of Bennett et al. (2009), who explore the role 
played by cultural capital in producing and maintaining patterns of social differentia-
tion and inequality in Britain. By involving further categories of social differentiation 
in their analysis, they engage with much of the mounting critique of Bourdieu’s (1984) 
work that had appeared across Europe and the USA. While addressing Bourdieu’s 
neglect of categories such as ethnicity (Bryson, 1996; DiMaggio and Ostrower, 1992; 
Erickson, 1996; Lamont and Molnár, 2002); age and gender (Reay, 1998; Silva, 2005; 
Skeggs, 1997), they also question the extent to which Bourdieu dramatised differ-
ences in preferences for particular consumer goods and leisure activities that may in 
fact have highlighted differences and distinctions between classes. On the other side 
of this critical coin, Lahire (2008) contends that Bourdieu may have even neglected 
to focus upon the tastes and preferences that were common to all classes.

With reference to class and distinction, Bennett et al. (2009) find that contempo-
rary cultural advantage is not so much pursued in order to gain advantage in the social 
field through ‘snobbishness’, but is accrued via the competencies of the social actor 
to bridge and bond between cultural worlds. Also, systemic patterns of cultural taste 
and practice were, without doubt, found across and within fields. Echoing Bourdieu’s 
observation that bourgeois alimentary tastes are organised around restraint and deli-
cacy, the exercised and cultivated body is found to be an instrument of social classi-
fication – through sport, exercise, diet management and maintenance. They also find 
that visual art markedly differentiates a set of exclusive tastes, indeed more than any 
other cultural field such as music or film, as participation in this field is dominated 
by the better-off, despite increasing availability of visual art forms through initia-
tives to widen access to museums and art galleries. This echoes what Grenfell and 
Hardy (2007) find when they chart museum and art gallery usage across Europe and 
the US. Turning to issues of widening access, the next section explores the view that 
increasing availability of cultural goods democratises their consumption, drawing 
particularly on examples from culinary culture.

Changing Tastes and the Problem of Variety

In ‘All Manners of Food’ Mennell (1985) accounts for the development of table man-
ners and notions of propriety around eating. Indeed, the increased security of food 
supply enjoyed in the eighteenth century was thought to bring the need to impose 
controls over appetite, and members of court society embraced this as a way to 
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differentiate and distinguish themselves from the lower classes, moderating appetites 
with the consumption of delicate and refined dishes. To be restrained and to have 
‘proper’ manners, then, became associated with the ability to select and discriminate 
among foodstuffs. Moreover, the development of haute cuisine in France during  
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries formed a hierarchy of tastes that allowed for 
further lines of demarcation. ‘Good taste’ was then marked by one’s proficiency in 
navigating, discriminating and accessing cultural goods emerging across the French 
gourmet foodscape. However, as food become more abundant – as afforded by pro-
cesses of industrial production and globalisation – Mennell saw this increased vari-
ety as evidence for the diminishing contrast between classes and the foods they 
respectively consumed.

Taking umbrage with this thesis, Warde (1997) explores the effects of social and 
cultural change on British food habits from 1968 to 1992, considering how people are 
advised about what to eat as well as the patterns of individual and domestic practices 
of food purchasing and preparation. Competing rationales that pervade in legitimat-
ing choice for one type of cuisine over another are characterised by four antinomies 
of taste. These comprise oppositions between novelty/tradition, health/indulgence, 
economy/extravagance and care/convenience. These provide a systematic basis for 
analysing data pertaining to contradictory guidance about food offered by the mass 
media, social contacts and government. Indeed, despite the food abundance noted 
by Mennell, Warde observes the persistence of nuanced differences in food tastes 
between classes, suggesting it may be more suitable to speak of increasing variety 
and increasing contrasts.

Tensions surrounding the view of contemporary consumer culture as character-
ised by distinction on the one hand and widening cultural participation on the other, 
is well documented by debates in ‘cultural omnivorousness’ (Peterson and Simkus, 
1992). Here, proponents of the omnivorousness thesis observe wide engagement with 
cultural genres as a sign of a more democratic cultural field. With groups of the high-
est social status sampling from ‘low’ as well as ‘high’ cultural forms, the forms of 
distinction illustrated by Bourdieu are thought to be outmoded. This is not to say that 
the privileged are seen to like everything indiscriminately, but that they are open to 
a wide variety of forms, as low-brow to high-brow forms make for a mixed cultural 
repertoire. For example, DiMaggio and Mukhtar (2004) find a greater interest among 
elites in folk forms, visual arts and jazz music. This clearly offers some contention to 
Bourdieu’s theory of distinction by challenging the notion that tastes are homologous 
across forms within the confines of one’s habitus. Crucially, not all scholars have 
taken widening participation as a sign of the breakdown of traditional distinction 
in consumer culture, some have understood omnivorous taste as an example of a 
new form of distinction and snobbery (Johnston and Baumann, 2010; Warde et al., 
2007). Indeed, distinct patterns of inclusion and exclusion have been found among 
‘omnivores’. Bryson (1996), for example, finds that when it comes to musical taste, 
heavy metal, rap and country music tend to be avoided by those who claim to like a 
wider variety of music. Highbrow snobbery is replaced with highbrow omnivorous-
ness (Peterson, 2005). Pointing to the social advantages gained from hiding one’s 
privilege under a guise of wider cultural engagement, Emmison (2003) suggests 
that the ability to appeal to wide variety of tastes can be a boon for social mobility, 
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which requires the social actor to switch comfortably between milieus. This echoes 
what Bernstein (1971) identified as the ability of the middle classes to participate 
and converse in wider social circles, as they possessed an elaborated linguistic code. 
Speaking the language of all classes ensures comfort across habitus. As Lizardo and 
Skiles (2012) have convincingly argued elsewhere, aesthetic boundaries have been 
transposed onto consumer goods not intentionally designed in this way. The sheer 
volume of cultural goods and forms available under postmodern conditions render 
omnivorousness a contemporary variant of the distinctive aesthetic disposition (Holt, 
1998; Wright, 2010). Further variants have been noted with reference to cosmopoli-
tanism in eating practices (Cappeliez and Johnston, 2013), rap music (Cheyne and 
Binder, 2010) and more general activities and genres, such as taste in music, the arts, 
books and television (Ollivier, 2008).

Giving an example of such dynamics and their effect, Johnston and Baumann 
(2010) argue that the appearance of democracy across the gourmet foodscape serves 
to hide subtler means of conferring status, and serve to reproduce privilege by 
obscuring inequalities. They do so by analysing the discourse of ‘foodies’ – both 
through the discursive framing of popular gourmet food magazines in the USA and 
across 30 interviews with self-professed ‘foodies’. The selectiveness (hard to find) 
of the ingredients listed accomplish distinction, rather than the explicit exclusion 
of consumers on the grounds of price. Operating under the guise of food democ-
racy, distinction is drawn out via two dominant frames: (1) authenticism and  
(2) exoticism. Firstly, authenticism is achieved by understated and restrained appeals 
to geographic specificity, simplicity, personal connection and historicism. Reference  
to the origins of certain foodstuffs – brandishing the most local of olive oil – and 
the simplicity of dishes come to be valorised by drawing on examples of small-scale 
production of ‘unschooled’ cookery ‘from mama’s kitchen’ (Johnston and Baumann, 
2007: 181). As a technique of validation, a sense of historicism is found through the 
connection of foods to their cultural tradition. This, Johnston and Baumann suggest, 
requires a high degree of cultural capital in the form of a highly specialised gastro-
nomic knowledge (most commonly obtained from gourmet food writers) alongside 
a deep seated understanding of and conviction as to why so-called ‘authentic’ foods 
are finer than their industrially produced counterparts. Secondly, exoticism is framed 
through reference to the exciting and unusual. The more it can offend a mainstream 
taste-bud the better, while excitement is bred through breaking food norms. The 
apparent democratisation of food as elucidated by proponents of the omnivorous-
ness thesis (Peterson and Kern, 1996) is said to conceal these relations of distinction, 
allowing omnivores to both ‘have their cake and eat it’. The ‘having it’ is represented 
by the consumption of superior goods, the ‘eating it’ constituting the guise of a 
democratised food culture while they remain the very arbiters of such ‘omnivorous’ 
good taste.

Concurrent with the findings of Warde et al. (1999) discussed above, Johnston and 
Baumann (2007) discover that their respondents only refer obliquely to a preference 
for expensive and inexpensive food. Instead, they focus on ‘brow spanning food’ 
(ibid., p. 195). This refers to the foods that may expand one’s horizons and invite us 
to move out of our comfort zones by tasting new or more exotic foods. They suggest 
that the ‘foodie’ understands food consumption as a matter of cultural and symbolic 
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importance and not solely the concern of sustenance, while simultaneously abhor-
ring the term ‘foodie’ when aligned with traditional snobbery. They instead prefer to 
see themselves as pursuing excellence in food. On the other hand, we might question 
the democratic availability of such excellent food and entertain the notion that the 
choices made by those we might call ‘foodies’ are highly selective and distinctive. 
The ways in which they position themselves in relation to others can mark positions 
of superiority in the field of food consumption practice, and even come to dominate 
ideas of proper food, proper eating (Paddock, 2016). In this way, their interests and 
their foodways shape the foodscape in ways that are unrecognisable and non-relat-
able to those who enjoy less social, cultural and economic capital than their more 
privileged counterparts (Guthman, 2008; Paddock; 2015; Slocum, 2007).

In this way, exposing the limits to omnivorous openness to popular culture, Warde 
et  al. (2008) remind us that dislikes are perhaps even more revealing than prefer-
ences. Similarly noting that there are parameters to aesthetic toleration, Ollivier 
(2008) identifies four different modes of openness to objects and practices – human-
ist, populist, practical and indifferent. None of these suggest the disappearance of 
cultural boundaries, nor do they suggest the levelling out of taste hierarchies, for 
omnivores would certainly not exist if there were no such boundaries to cross. The 
debate would be non-existent, while it is immediately clear that the debate over the 
presence of the cultural omnivore and the persistence of a hierarchical view of tastes 
in cultural consumption is ongoing.

Appeals for progress in this field encompass calls for methodological advance 
through greater qualitative inquiry. Indeed, Warde et al. (2007) note that studies of 
cultural omnivorousness have traditionally relied upon survey methods. Noting what 
he calls incomprehensibly broad categories of musical genres carved for the pur-
poses of survey research, Atkinson (2011) suggests that much qualitative and even 
ethnographic work is to be done if we are to properly understand the complexities of 
social positioning around tastes for various cultural forms, as well as varieties within 
genres, and their meaning to consumers. Furthermore, this project is central to chal-
lenging the view that consumer culture, since the Cultural Turn, is characterised by 
individualisation, reflexivity and indiscriminate omnivorous taste not tied to socio-
economic structures.

How class, status and privilege interact with taste hierarchies and orientations has 
formed a renewed focus in research concerned with distinction and omnivorousness 
in cultural consumption. Friedman (2012) has challenged dominant representations 
of the ‘omnivore’ by focusing on an emerging form of cultural consumption – comedy 
consumption. He provides an account of the inconsistent taste profiles of those who 
are socially mobile and consequently unsure of their cultural identity. He argues that 
upwardly mobile might be better described as ‘culturally homeless’ than ‘culturally 
omnivorous’ in their taste orientation. A special issue of the journal Poetics, published 
in December 2015 is further testament to the desire to move debates forward towards 
such qualitative specifications (Jarness, 2015), alongside consideration of the material 
advantages secured from an engagement with distinctive forms of emerging cultural 
capital (Mears, 2015). Crucially, these perspectives draw attention to Bourdieu’s 
emphasis upon not only what is consumed, but in how the principles of the aesthetic 
are appropriated and displayed, and to what effect.
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ConClusion: demoCraCy or disTinCTion?

In charting the relationship between consumption, class and taste, this chapter has 
considered the core underpinning concepts developed by Pierre Bourdieu, as 
related to his seminal study of consumption in France in the 1960s ‘Distinction: A 
Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste’ (1984). Showing how insights from this 
key work have since been taken forward, we arrive at contemporary debates 
surrounding the relevance of class as a means to characterise identity, tastes, 
preferences and practices of consumption. While examples indicated and discussed 
are by no means exhaustive, this chapter has signalled how class has come to be 
understood through consumption. Receiving much empirical attention over the last 
two decades is the idea of the alleged democratisation of taste, on the one hand, 
and the observation that the wide appreciation of a variety of genres makes for a 
new mode of distinction, on the other (Warde et al., 1999). In this way, an Arnoldian 
view of culture as ‘the best that has been thought and said’ – see Raymond 
Williams’s famous essay ‘Culture is Ordinary’ (1989) – a view that has associated 
high culture with a snobbish disposition, has translated into another form, rather 
than disappearing completely. Through the appreciation of a wide variety of 
cultural goods and genres, the elite and privileged have the means to hold on to 
distinctive modes of consumption under the guise of variety and even simplicity 
(see Paddock, 2015).

Nonetheless, the problem of accounting for variety in cultural consumption 
remains. That is, the view that omnivorousness is really distinction in action, 
operating under a veil of cultural openness, is based on the understanding that goods 
being consumed across classes appear the same, but that qualities of consumption 
differ. To make an example of food, we might proclaim the democratisation of food 
culture when observing the ubiquitous consumption of hamburgers across class 
groups. Distinction is maintained through the quality of ingredients – specialty 
cheeses and higher grades of meat. How the burger is assembled and where it is 
consumed may also add to this distinctive performance. But what can we make 
of instances where the very same goods are being eaten, worn and listened to 
across social groups? In a most recent special issue dedicated to such a question, 
Friedman et al. (2015) bring together accounts seeking to carve the way forward 
in bringing some resolution to such debates by means of a focus upon emerging 
cultural capital.

Doing so will no doubt require a fuller understanding not only of what sorts of 
goods are consumed across class divisions, but to consider the ways in which such 
goods are appreciated. Indeed, we may turn to Warde’s (2013) account of consumer 
practice as phases of acquisition, appropriation and appreciation when exploring the 
extent to which differentiation manifests in consumer practice performance across 
social groups. Doing so would require not so much innovation, but what Atkinson and 
Deeming (2015) refer to as the need for methodological pluralism in this field. More 
extensive engagement of the social scientific methodological toolkit will no doubt 
add further fuel to the fire that debates the persistence of Bourdieusian-style distinc-
tion or a re-drawing of the boundaries through which social actors draw boundaries 
between themselves and others through consumer culture.
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In this way, capturing and making sense of today’s ever-shifting consumer culture 
and its relationship to the mechanisms of taste hierarchy, class structure and politics 
of domination continues to demand further methodological attention and analytic 
imagination to bring forth fresh insights.
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Debunking the Myths of 
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Literature
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IntroductIon

Globalization and global markets are typically considered in terms of production and 
supply chains across the world. However, globalization and its specific local encoun-
ters transform and are transformed by the consumption of goods and imaginaries as 
profoundly as production. Global capitalism may well be driven more significantly 
by new forms of consumption than by production (Comaroff and Comaroff 2005; 
Friedman 2005). Hence, consumption studies and marketing/consumer research have 
a lot to contribute to the understanding of globalization and global markets. However, 
cross-fertilization among disciplines has usually been scarce (see Richard Wilk’s 
work for an exception) – for example, between anthropology and economics and 
political economy, between consumption studies and marketing/consumer research, 
or between micro and macro perspectives. Analyses of global capitalism and con-
sumption, or neoliberal markets and consumer behavior have typically been conducted 
within disciplinary and sub-disciplinary boundaries. For example, macro-processes 
of accumulation in the world economy are more often analyzed by political scientists 
and economists whereas consumption patterns and consumer behavior are studied by 
marketing/consumption researchers, and the challenges globalization poses, such as 
rising inequality or ethnic violence are explored by anthropologists and sociologists. 
Contrary to the disciplinary focus in academia, Robertson and White (2005) point to 
the multidimensionality of global phenomenon in the real world: each and every 
phenomenon have cultural, social, political, and economic aspects. Thus, they argue 
that ‘globalization is a site upon which relationships between disciplines are being 
restructured’ (p. 347). The embeddedness of these multiple dimensions make it even 
more difficult to explain global markets and consumption with the compartmental-
ized approach in disciplines and sub-disciplines. Interrogating the grip of disciplinary 
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(and micro-macro) boundaries, this chapter reviews several key domains of the lit-
erature critically, revealing assumptions, myths and ideologies that seem to have 
shaped scholarship on global consumer cultures.

The earliest theses about global consumption can be grouped into two oppos-
ing camps, with one group defining globalization as a process of emulation, while 
the other arguing that it is a process of resistance. Each camp had their respective 
predictions of global outcomes. While the former camp predicted that the end of  
globalization will be global homogenization, the latter one suggested that it will be 
heterogenization (Featherstone 1990; Ger 2017; Wilk 1995, 1998). Criticisms and 
debates on these views yielded diverse arguments. Over time these arguments con-
verged on the highly influential accounts of hybridity and global flows (Appadurai 
1990; Burke 2009; Hannerz 1987, 1992, 1996; Pieterse 2001 and 2009). Currently, 
from a sociocultural perspective (Tomlinson 1999), globalization is regarded in terms 
of ‘complex connectivity’ that widens, deepens and accelerates the social interac-
tions across the planet. There are particular flows that make this connectivity possible. 
Appadurai (1990) defines these flows as mediascapes, finanscapes, ideoscapes, eth-
noscapes and technoscapes. These flows facilitate the formation of particular hybrid 
consumption patterns and objects (Ger and Belk 1996). Moreover, globalization entails 
extensive reflexive global consciousness (Beck 2000; Tomlinson 1999). Accordingly, 
social processes and ways of life, including consumption and market relations, 
come to entail local manifestations of global patterns, representing ‘glocal ization’ 
or ‘sameness-within-difference’ (Robertson 1995; Robertson and White 2005) and 
‘structures of common difference’ (Wilk 1995, 2010). Such complex connectivity ‘in 
one form or another is impacting on the lives of everyone on the planet’ (Beynon and 
Dunkerley 2000, p. 3).

Given that global consumer culture is now a critical force in everyone’s lives, it 
is important that we understand what it is and how it impacts us. One way to go 
about doing this could have been to revisit and summarize all that has been said on 
globalization so far (see Ger 2017 for such a review). This chapter is not going to take 
this path. Rather, our focus is on what is ‘unsaid’. We will identify and debunk and/or 
question the taken-for-granted assumptions about and myths of the global consumer 
culture literature.

The first step towards this goal is to remind ourselves that we as academics are not 
outside of the grips of ideologies that surround our work. Ideologies shape individu-
als’ belief systems and assumptions and consumers are not always reflexive of the 
impact of ideology (Wilk 2006 a,b,c). Interestingly, much like the consumers, we, 
the researchers, sometimes fall for the very same pitfalls. We do not always give due 
attention to what ideologies are being manifested in the concepts we use in our work. 
We are not always aware of how they might be shaping our thinking as scholars.

Following, we question and expose some of the myths, narratives, ideologies and 
assumptions researchers take for granted when they discuss and study consumption 
in a global world. First, we take issue with the myth that globalization is a recent 
condition. We argue that globalization is not a condition but a process and it is neither 
recent nor linear. It is shaped by historical socio-cultural and economic forces with 
different powerful centers shaping the process at each era. Next, we question the extent 
to which the encounter of the local cultures with the foreign is playful. We draw 



debunking the myths of global Consumer Culture literature 81

attention to the inequalities at play in hybridization and its valorization – the colonial 
gaze and the status games inherent in consumption of cultural differences, which can 
re-enforce rather than eradicate boundaries. Then, we take issue with one of the most 
important flows of globalization: immigration. We argue that immigrant consumption 
is not only about acculturation. We debunk the ideologies that structure our findings 
within the acculturation literature and argue that a more nuanced and critical under-
standing of immigrant consumption requires seeing immigrants as people, focusing 
on their different life worlds as opposed to lumping all same country of origin people 
together as one group such as Mexican Americans or British Pakistanis. Next, we 
deliberate how researchers approach morality and belief in the less privileged/non-
Western context in comparison to the dominant/Western contexts. We contend that 
scholars operate with theoretical and methodological blinders which (un)intention-
ally reify the dualisms (e.g., us/others, West/rest) that reinforce cultural boundaries 
by highlighting some beliefs/moralities as superior to and less extreme than others. 
Finally, we interrogate to what extent the age of digitally networked technologies 
emancipate the complex connectivities of globalization from the powerful grip of 
market structures. We underscore the architecture of the digital panopticon and the 
underlying market realities which can still turn participatory moments into commodi-
ties for the profit of a few.

debunking The myTh ThaT globalizaTion is  
a reCenT CondiTion

Scholars influential in consumption studies (e.g., Giddens 1990; Levitt 1983; Ritzer 
1996) have placed globalization as a novel condition specific to the late twentieth 
century – as global markets, standardized products, or global orders of labor, produc-
tion, governance, and military. This global condition is defined as transnational 
integration within which people are connected with a shared economic and cultural 
network of relationships, shaped by a globally shared consciousness. On the other 
hand, historians note the presence of global interactions from antiquity onwards and 
thus argue that globalization is a process and not a condition (Armitage 2004; 
Featherstone 1990; Hopkins 2002; Stearns 2010). Rather than arguing for or against 
the existence of such a condition at a specific time, historians argue that we should 
scrutinize globalization as a process, explaining the transformation of local into 
global via interactions among societies through migration, trades, diseases, wars and 
conquests. That is, contingencies and the processes of local societies converge in 
cultural, institutional, structural and psychological terms (Eisenstadt and Schluchter 
1998; Stearns 2010). Research in consumer culture often focuses on current 
globalization processes – such as glocalization, hybridization, acculturation, and 
formation processes of global consumer subjectivities and consumer cultures – under 
conditions such as neoliberal economic order, intense migration, globally diffused 
digital technologies, and shifting global economic centers. However, there are two 
main advantages of debunking this myth of the recency of globalization and having 
a historical perspective.
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The first advantage is to see how past patterns of global interactions form the pre-
sent global markets and consumer cultures (Kjeldgaard and Ostberg 2007; Pieterse 
2009; Wilk 2006c). The second advantage is to build novel understandings of how 
interregional or global interactions co-constitute past markets and consumer cultures 
in different geographies (Karababa 2015; Karababa and Ger 2011). Such a perspec-
tive will help identify the formation processes of global markets and consumer cul-
tures under different contexts far from contemporary milieu and provide a deeper 
conceptualization of global formations of markets and consumer cultures.

Foundations of globalization go back as early as 3000 BCE when agriculture, 
urban markets, migrations and trade grew (Hopkins 2002; Stearns 2010; Pieterse 
2012). Migration and trade were two important interactions – taking different shapes 
in different eras – between societies operating for thousands of years. The migrations 
in 1000 BCE resulted in a one-way interaction: immigrants who went to very far 
lands rarely returned to their former homes. In this period, the localism of previous 
ages was slowly disappearing. Connections among different regions were becoming 
possible through, for example, land and sea trade in the Persian Gulf and India or the 
exchange of precious stones and flint among east European societies.

After 1000 BCE, the emergent empires in Asia, Europe and the Middle East secured 
trade routes (Stearns 2010). As a result, the Silk Road and the Spice route circulated 
commodities across far lands. Treasured commodities such as silk from China were 
sold to the upper classes of the Roman Empire or the elites of Persia, the Middle 
East, or India. The Chinese silk changed the tastes of the upper classes and created a 
craze in the upper echelons of the Roman Empire, if not among the ordinary people. 
However, there were no such Western goods that captured the fantasy of the Chinese 
elite. Yet, during the period, value systems, arts, religions and social institutions did 
not accompany the material flows (Pieterse 2012; Stearn 2010). We have to note that 
for a long while, the West was not the dominant center of flows, it was located at the 
periphery, on the receiving side. Looking back into the history of commodity chains 
reveals multiple shifts in the center–periphery relations throughout time. Especially 
worthy of study are the shifts in the production, marketing and consumption practices 
along the global commodity chains, reflecting the power relations between different 
regions and their influence on the formation of global markets (Dicken 2007).

By 1000 CE, interregional convergence started to blossom, giving pace to the 
formation of an interregional consumer culture. Adventurers, missionaries and mer-
chants were actors of global processes, traveling to the far lands. The ‘seven wonders 
of the world’ had been created and the curious traveled to far lands founding ancient 
tourism (Stearns 2010). Most of the recorded travel was from the west to the east. 
After 1000 CE, consumers in the west were interested in exotic goods, medicinal 
herbs and precious goods from the east (Stearns 2010). Indian calico, china, sugar, 
silver items, mirrors were some of the goods traveling between regions of Asia, 
Africa, the Middle East and Europe. During this period, Arab merchants were active 
in interregional trade, linking the Middle East with the Indian Ocean. Arabic became 
the lingua franca of the Indian Ocean.

In the sixteenth century, the new technologies and resulting discoveries of the new 
lands expanded the scope of the interregional trade. Mobile diasporic networks, as a 
specific social and economic formation also created connections between the cities 
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sprouting on the trade routes (Hopkins 2002). Consumption depended on interna-
tional trade and developed extensively in China and the Middle East (Stearns 2006). 
Eurasian realms like the Spanish, Ottoman, Chinese and Safavid empires experi-
enced consumer cultures where commodities including the exotic and luxurious were 
spreading beyond the elites, and fashion and leisure were commercialized (Clunas 
2004; Karababa 2012; Karababa and Ger 2011; Minowa and Witkowski 2009). Also 
a consumer subject interested in nature, science and aesthetics was forming in differ-
ent parts of the Mediterranean (Febvre 1977; Karababa 2015).

Later during the eighteenth century, colonialism introduced new ways of interac-
tion. Procedures installed by religion, law, education, labor and military service in the 
colonized regions were used to transform the ‘undesirable’ qualities of the local into 
‘desirable’ ones (Canniford and Karababa 2013). As a practice of imperial globaliza-
tion (Hopkins 2002), colonization engendered the exchange of people, goods, ideas 
and technologies, which were transferred from one colony to another. International 
companies like the East India Company, missionaries and migrants were other actors 
who had a catalytic effect in the interaction between the colonizers and the colonized. 
While imperial order was introduced to the colonies, new belief systems, tastes, prac-
tices, products, languages, the local and the global started to enmesh. Today’s glo-
calization may well date back to this period. The strong asymmetry of power between 
the colonizer and the colonized defined the nature of interaction and highlighted the 
separation between the colonial West and the local other.

The nineteenth century’s modern nation state, industrial revolution, integrated 
communication systems and liberal ideology positioned the West as a dominant 
power, the center and the locomotive of globalization (Giddens 1990; Hopkins 2002). 
Mass production imposed standardization rather than difference, which used to be 
an important precondition of trade (Hopkins 2002). The characteristics of Western 
society began to diffuse to the globe.

These early forms of interactions were shaped under conditions changing from 
milieu to milieu such as changes in the density and direction of migration, technologies 
of transportation, production and communication, government institutions, economic 
institutions, religious and moral discourses, and trade networks. Globalization has 
been a process where the relative dominance of actors from the East and the West, of 
peoples from different societies has been shifting over time.

In addition, like today, history witnesses globalization as a cyclical and reversible 
process (James 2009). Previous incidences of globalizations came to an end as a result 
of wars, financial crises and globalization of violence, where at times people move 
away from global settings to more secure places (James 2009). Therefore, we need 
to challenge the myths of globalization as a condition as well as a linear progression.

‘eaTing The oTher’: QuesTioning The myTh oF PlayFul 
enCounTers oF The loCal and The global

Globalization is often linked to hybridity. This is a world ‘where reggae emerges 
from the slums of Kingston, and mixes with hundreds of other local musical styles, 
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in a kind of creative ferment that leads to Australian Aboriginal reggae played with 
a didgeridoo and Japanese Rastafarians winning Jamaican DJ competitions’ (Wilk 
2006a: 6–7). Local cultures have absorbed and appropriated outside influences into 
ways that ‘fit’ their own histories (Wilk 2006a).

Such an account, at first glance, suggests a playful encounter of ‘local’ cultures 
with global flows, wherein ‘new meanings and modes of expressing them can be 
born’, and ‘foreign cultural influences need not involve only an impoverishment 
of local and national culture’ (Hannerz 1987: 555) – but rather may give people 
new means of managing and representing ‘their own culture’ (Ger 1999). Moreover, 
hybridization has long taken place, in nature and among cultures (Pieterse 2001). 
Critics have argued that hybridity is a ‘plaything of the elite’, yet Pieterse notes that 
it is in fact the lower-classes that mix and match the most – exemplifying such cases 
as rap by Turkish minorities in Germany. While the mimicry of colonizers can be 
a reproduction of their hegemony; hybridity can also destabilize – what Bhabha 
calls ‘sly civility’ – through such interventions (1985a, 1985b) as irony or civil 
disobedience. Yet, hybridity that is consumed through (mainstream) market/spaces 
does not necessarily indicate or lead to an eradication of the divide across classes, 
or ethnic/religious/gender identities within or across national borders. Rather, as 
Pieterse notes, the contingency of boundaries is more common than ever.

The fact that some (and not all) melanges stand out as ‘hybrids’ is indicative of 
in equality at play: selection of what becomes mixed and matched and what is valorized 
as such. A particular ‘global gaze’ is influential in choosing what becomes the object 
of preservation/cross-pollination/(re)presentation. Critical perspectives on hybridity 
and global flows argue that more often than not, the very process of ‘hybridizing’ itself 
is not only an affirmation of boundaries but also serves the verifying dominance of the 
‘mainstream’ – as in an imagined ‘Western’ – order. The ‘obsession’ with boundaries 
(Pieterse 2001), on behalf of the ‘West’ as well as the ‘rest’ is what is problematic.

These boundaries are intimately linked to (a historical development of) inequality 
within as well as amongst locales and cultures. Shohat has argued, ‘A celebration of 
syncretism and hybridity per se, if not articulated in conjunction with questions of 
hegemony and neo-colonial power relations, runs the risk of appearing to sanctify 
the fait accompli of colonial violence’ (1992: 109). Ahmed (2000) cautions that the 
conditions of the meeting and mixing of the two are not equal. Rather, the ‘other’ 
is transformed in a way that (re)produces and commodifies the divide between the 
‘us’ and the ‘stranger’. With this transformation, the stranger is now familiarized and 
thus no longer someone to be feared, but rather someone whose difference needs to 
be celebrated. The white-dominant subject, argues bells hooks, relates to the body 
and practices of the non-mainstream ‘Other’ as ‘an alternative playground where 
members of dominating races, genders, sexual practices affirm their power-over in 
intimate relations with the Other’ (hooks 1992: 23). Root (1996) deems such con-
sumption of cultural differences as ‘cannibalistic’ and Heldke (2001) has termed 
practices of culinary adventurousness as ‘food colonialism’ – an act of ‘consuming’ 
the other without necessarily showing any interest in or concern for the origins of the 
food; as well as the ‘selection’ process whereby certain foods are chosen, exoticized 
and commodified. Heldke notes, moreover, that the process of writing cookbooks 
may reproduce colonial hegemonies: recipes are gathered without crediting the work 
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of the locals that goes into the preparation process; and foods that did not exist in the 
‘local’ setting may be ‘fabricated’ (Narayan 1995).

The ‘Other’, in its edible and palatable form, serves as an essentialized mystical 
and emotional resource for the West, which in modernity has been deprived of its 
‘authenticity.’ Importantly, this is also the perspective through which those who were 
colonized/exoticized came to understand themselves (Cook and Harrison 2003; see 
also Fanon 1967; Said 1978). Difference and strangeness, thus, are not necessarily 
constitutive of resistance against the global and colonial forces and flows, but rather 
are commodified (Grossberg 1995; Turgeon and Pastinelli 2002) and inverted, by the 
Others towards themselves.

Wilk (1995, 2006a) has conceptualized that this (co)construction and commodi-
fication of that difference is common throughout the world, in a way that he terms 
‘replication of diversity’ (Wilk 1995: 118). Local dramas are played out in the global 
stage, through what Wilk terms ‘structures of common difference’. In other words, 
‘cultures become different in uniform ways’ (Wilk 1995: 118). Such process is not 
divorced from colonialism – the (formerly) colonized have become complicit in 
their self-production as commodities. This points us towards another important pro-
cess: the process whereby those in the third world/less affluent world/‘East’ cast 
the Western/imperialist gaze upon themselves and (re)present and (re)imagine their 
(non-mainstream) bodies, cultures, practices as consumable resources or as open to 
becoming consumed and/or ‘hybridized’ by ‘Western’ influence.

Beauty is one field in which the colonial gaze is both projected upon and inter-
nalized by subjects. Mears (2010), in her ethnography on the world of high-fashion 
modelling, draws attention to the ‘imperial gaze’ on women, and notes how ‘darker’ 
bodies, when employed by the fashion industry at all, are ‘posed and styled in exotic 
juxtaposition to the normatively white female body’ (Mears 2010: 24). Wilk (1995), 
in his account of beauty contests in Belize, indicates that Belizean pageant contest-
ants partially conform to local ideals of beauty, but also notes that ‘an intimate aware-
ness of the global gaze’ (p. 127) shapes the way that the pageant plays out, and the 
way that beauty is defined and judged.

Another Belizean example is that of ‘authentic’ Belizean food: an invention liter-
ally ‘cooked up’ by Belizeans and foreign entrepreneurs, primarily to serve to tourists 
(Wilk 2006a). The Belizean local ‘culture’ has not only become commodified – it 
has been constructed and produced as ‘local’ in the first place. Certain elements of 
‘culture’ get selected, invented and appropriated for production, preservation and 
consumption, be it by the ‘foreigners’ who are looking to find the exotic-authentic 
or by the locals who are trying to cultivate such experiences for tourists/outsiders, or 
even for themselves. Difference becomes a matter of ‘style’ within consumer culture 
in a way that occludes (past and present) antagonisms and violence (Ahmed 2000).

The consumption of the ‘Other’ – i.e., both the consumption of ‘Western’ products 
by the less developed world, and the consumption of the exotic East by the West – 
can serve similar purposes: status and display of capital. In the context of the ‘East’, 
the West is consumed as an indicator of having attained a ‘normal’, modern and 
middle-class status (e.g., Kravets and Sandikci 2014; Liechty 2002). In the ‘West,’ 
the exotic other affords avenues of displaying cultural capital through knowledge and 
appreciation of other cultures. In both cases, there is a display (and also a building) 
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of cultural capital involved: people learn how to mix and match, how to arrange 
and organize (e.g., Holt 1998; Üstüner and Holt 2010). But in effect, these objects 
of consumption serve to produce and consolidate differences and boundaries (while 
sometimes offering the illusion that boundaries are crossed.) Ahmed (2000) argues 
that ‘this perception of objects as having difference is itself an effect of the very pro-
cesses of production and exchange embedded in consumer culture’ (Ahmed 2000: 
116). Accessing these differences or ‘exotic’ objects and controlling their circulation 
(Altglas 2014) is often a means through which the affluent build upon their status – 
being ‘cosmopolitan’, and knowing how/what to consume in terms of the exotic in the 
developed world is now a source of prestige.

Discussions on cosmopolitanism also tie into issues of mainstreamness–otherness 
and the constitution of the nation as an imagined community. Cosmopolitanism, as 
a political commitment, entails an openness to diversity and the possibility of being 
changed by encounters with the Others (Skrbiš and Woodward 2013). Yet, Ahmed 
notes that while cosmopolitanism/multiculturalism discourse on the one hand is 
about incorporating ‘strangers’ (migrants, minorities, etc.) into the nation – the us/we – 
it also serves as a reminder that ‘we’ have to live with ‘them’, thus reproducing the 
boundaries. She argues that multiculturalism also involves ‘fetishizing’ the stranger 
and her/his strangeness. This also relates to Said’s conceptualization of Orientalism, 
that ‘Europe’ is produced through Orientalist discourse – the very notion that the 
Orient is what Europe is not. The us/we is similarly produced through this ‘differen-
tiation of familiar and strange’ (Ahmed 2000: 97).

Through this critical lens, we question the playfulness that is attributed to consum-
ing ‘other’ cultures – the myth of hybridity can easily occlude the colonial gaze that 
is inherent in seemingly innocent ‘adventures’ such as consuming ‘food from other 
cultures’ or appreciating ‘the bridging of the East and the West’ in music, arts and 
literature. While hybridity can indeed lead to economic benefits for some, what we 
as researchers need to remember, is how the colonizer’s gaze continues to shape the 
way the ‘non-West’ perceives, (re)presents, produces, and consumes itself. To detect 
this gaze, then, is also to reveal inequality and dominance, as it plays out in the world 
scene – sometimes in contexts as seemingly innocent as food.

debunking The myTh ThaT immigranT ConsumPTion  
is all abouT aCCulTuraTion

Immigration is one of the most important forces of globalization. Today over 243 
million people are living in a country different than their country of origin (United 
Nations Population Division). What is critical, at least for globalization scholars, is 
the extent of increase in immigration. The number of people who are starting a new 
life in a country different than their country of origin has been growing at an increas-
ing rate. This increase is not only a manifestation of the expanding world population. 
Yes, there are more people living in the world in the 2010s compared to the 1800s; 
but more importantly, as a percentage, immigration is increasing even faster than the 
increase in world population. In 1995 immigrants made up 2.8% of the world’s 
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population. In 2005 they were 2.95% and in 2015 they were 3.3% of the world’s 
population. All the political, economic and social indicators suggest that this trend 
will continue in the coming years. There will be more people living in a country dif-
ferent than their country of origin.

Given this trend, sociologists and marketing scholars have investigated immigration 
as an important social phenomenon. But the two literatures’ foci have been diametri-
cally opposite. On the one hand, the sociology of immigration literature is mostly 
interested in immigrants’ and their children’s educational and economic advancement 
trajectory (see Portes and Zhou 1993 for a quick review and introduction of the theory 
of segmented assimilation), and the structural drivers of xenophobia (Bohman 2015; 
Jaime-Castillo et al. 2016; Mierina and Koroleva 2015).

Marketing scholars’ focus, on the other hand, have been mostly on uncovering how 
immigrants’ consumption choices manifest and are manifested by the acculturation 
processes. So marketing scholars were able to engage with the topic of immigration 
from the perspective of immigrants’ lived experiences, a perspective which is mostly 
lacking within the sociology literature.

However, as opposed to using a sociological lens to study immigrants’ experiences, 
marketing scholars have mostly borrowed from the psychology literature. Almost all 
marketing studies on immigration engage with, what they call, the ‘acculturation 
theory’. Acculturation theory was first developed within the psychology literature by 
Berry (1980). Its goal was to uncover immigrants’ attitudes towards their host countries 
and categorize potential acculturation outcomes. Berry and colleagues uncovered four 
such outcomes: assimilation, separation, integration and marginalization. This theory 
was later adapted by Consumer Culture Theorists (Arnould and Thompson 2005) to 
understand immigrant consumer acculturation. Immigrant consumer acculturation is 
defined as ‘the general process of movement and adaptation to the consumer culture 
environment in one country by persons from another country’ (Peñaloza 1994: 33). 
Over the last two decades much valuable work has been conducted and published 
within the consumer acculturation literature. Due to space limitations, it is impossible 
to summarize those studies here with due diligence. But it is important to note that 
thanks to the consumer acculturation literature our understanding of immigrants’ 
and host country citizens’ consumer experiences is growing. We have moved away 
from the universalistic framework offered by Berry. We now know that acculturation  
is not an attitude-outcome. It is a process. There are antecedents and outcomes to this 
process. It is shaped by various socio-cultural structures and conditions. Outcomes are 
not solid. Neither do they fall in particular universalistic categories. Immigrants move 
between various possible identity positions.

Having said that, the accumulated work on immigrant consumers has very much 
been ideologically shaped by the acculturation theory’s framework; limiting the mar-
keting scholars’ ability to develop a critical perspective. A simple etymology of the 
term acculturation reveals that the very early uses of the term indeed manifests a 
colonial ideology. According to the Oxford English Dictionary the word originated 
in the US around 1800s. The first use of the term surfaced in 1880 in the journal 
Introduction to the Study of the Indian Languages. Here acculturation is defined as 
a ‘civilizing’ force of the West: ‘The force of acculturation under the overwhelming 
presence of millions of civilized people’, by which the authors imply the Western 
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colonialists ‘wrought great changes’. Next it was used in Popular Science Monthly in 
1888: ‘We consider it a mistake to believe that an acculturation to our civilized ways 
is a thorough civilization’. Here the author implies that it is not enough to ‘accultur-
ate to the’ West’s ‘civilized’ ways. One can acculturate. But this does not mean that 
one will be civilized. Only people from the West are truly civilized. Interestingly this 
is a view still shared by some in the West in response to the refugee crisis in Europe. 
The next case is found in the Journal of Negro History in 1938: ‘The overwhelming 
importance of the institution of slavery as the predeterminating factor in the influence 
and acculturation of the Negro …’. This quote does not really need much explanation 
in our view in terms of what the author implies by acculturation.

Very much reflective of the early uses of the term, the Oxford English Dictionary 
defines acculturation as ‘adoption of or adaptation to a different culture, especially 
that of a colonizing, conquering, or majority group’ (our emphasis). There are two 
critical assumptions hidden in this definition.

First, it assumes that acculturation means adoption or adaptation. Consumer cul-
ture researchers have been much aware of the first assumption. Indeed, the second 
wave of acculturation studies is named post-assimilationist to highlight its break 
away from the first wave of studies which focuss on ‘how much’ as opposed to ‘how’ 
immigrants acculturate (Luedicke 2011). These studies acknowledge that adoption 
is not the only outcome. Indeed, many studies argue that rejection, or pendulism 
(Askegaard, Arnould and Kjeldgaard 2005), or hybrid identities (Oswald 1999) are 
potential acculturation outcomes. But interestingly, all marketing studies which focus 
on immigration start with the question of how immigrant consumers acculturate to 
their new host countries. Even though the studies acknowledge rejection, they treat it 
as only a negative case. Rejection is never the sole focus.

Neither do marketing scholars study immigrants as people, rather they study them 
as consumers. One could argue that they are consumer researchers so it makes sense 
that they focus on consumers. But if the marketing scholars could think of immi-
grants as people, they would then start seeing sociological differences between them. 
Immigrants might be from the same country of origin, but they might not belong to the 
same social class. They might not be endowed with the same level or extent of cultural 
capital. They might not have the same religion. They might not even have the same 
race. What if social class, religion or race is the driving factor behind immigrants’ 
rejection of (or their feelings of being rejected by) their host country cultures. Üstüner 
and Holt (2007) claims that social class (economic, cultural and social capital) indeed 
makes a difference in acculturation outcomes; but much like other studies, they focus 
on how migrants acculturate and treat the ‘shattered identity project’ of two young 
second-generation squatter women in Turkey merely as a negative case. As a result, 
with the exception of those two Turkish women, most of the respondents in market-
ing studies are playful and ironic, seamlessly moving from one identity position to 
another. But then, when one reads about what has been happening in Europe recently, 
one starts wondering why the second-generation immigrants in the Parisian banlieue 
or the Belgian suburbs do not playfully oscillate between various identity positions.

The second assumption hidden within the definition of acculturation is that it 
involves a clash between two cultures, with the powerful, colonizing, conquering cul-
ture winning over the powerless, colonized and conquered one. In consumer culture 
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literature the scholars acknowledge that there could be a cultural conflict between 
the host and home cultures. They study conflict (Luedicke 2015). But when they 
do, they assume that it is a clash between equal but different cultures. In doing so, 
they miss the power dynamics that are in play between the immigrant-receiving West 
and the immigrant-sending East. For example, Askegaard, Arnould and Kjeldgaard 
(2005) do not engage with colonial theory even when they are studying colonized 
immigrants (Greenlanders) in a colonizing host country (Denmark). In the tables they 
bury the colonial history under boxes titled ‘discursive elements from the home cul-
ture’, ‘discursive elements from the host culture’. When scholars study conflict they 
study it using ahistorical, universalistic models which focus on the issues surround-
ing the ‘interpretation and coordination’ of relationships between immigrants and 
indigenes, as opposed to underlying historical factors that shape those interpretations 
(for example, see Luedicke’s (2015) work on conflict between Turkish immigrants 
and Austrian indigenes).

If the marketing scholars were to strip themselves from these assumptions, they 
would have more to contribute to our general understanding of immigration and the 
immigrant experience. Their research would be more historical, cultural and socio-
logical. They would no longer allow the research to take shape under the burdens of 
the psychology literature on immigrants’ attitudes (Berry 1980, learning theory and 
the literature on assimilation. They would reject the use of universalistic relation-
ship models (such as that of Fiske’s) in explaining conflict. They would be able to 
break away from the ideology that has been shaping their work. Only then could they 
develop a more critical approach that represents and explains what is going on in the 
Parisian banlieues and the Belgian suburbs.

If marketing scholars could see immigrants as people and not only as consum-
ers, they would be able to understand their experiences better. They would start see-
ing differences amongst the same country of origin people. They would distinguish 
between their different backgrounds and upbringings. They would uncover the dif-
ferent forces that brought immigrants to their host countries in the first place. They 
would then understand how those differences shape immigrants’ lives and the ways 
in which they use consumption goods and experiences to negotiate their lives and 
expectations in their host countries.

debunking The myTh oF The moral ‘us’ and religious ‘oThers’

Across the world, we are witnessing the reinforcement of boundaries and enuncia-
tion of difference in increasingly common ways (Pieterse 2001; Wilk 1995): a global 
political scene promoting division against connection (e.g., increasing support for 
conservative/nationalist politicians), seeming disintegration of global entities (e.g., 
the ‘doom’ of the EU, recent debates about the functionality of UN), and fear on a 
global scale triggered by world-wide terror attacks and waves of immigrants. Belief, 
as moral principles and religious orientation, has come to be used to normalize such 
divisions and deal with the fear of ‘the other.’ The ideologies and myths surrounding 
belief can polarize the world by constructing some moralities as superior to and  
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less dangerous than others. And while, as social scientists, we have celebrated the 
hybridity of local/global belief systems, morality and religion, it is unlikely that our 
research is devoid of such constructions. Reflecting on the myths on which we build 
our research is crucial to reveal how we come to celebrate some moralities and scru-
tinize others and, hence, contribute to divisions and dualisms that we want to 
demolish.

Consumer research provides rich insights into how global culture manifests itself 
in moral consumption practices. Consumption blurs the lines between the sacred and 
the profane (Kozinets and Sherry 2004; Muñiz and Schau 2005; O’Guinn and Belk 
1989) and spiritual practices, goods and festivities become de- and re-contextualized 
as they move across borders (Coskuner-Balli and Ertimur 2015; Ger and Belk 1996; 
Kimura and Belk 2005). Global consumption culture can revive and transform sacred 
practices by attaching them to new products and services (Sandikci and Ömeraki 
2005). Yet, while we celebrate hybridization of belief through global–local encoun-
ters, we might, as Zigon (2007) suggests, actually be telling the story of how we 
think belief must be (rather than is) in different localities. The myths implied by our 
research move beyond being informative ‘clues to the spiritual potentialities of the 
human life’ (Campbell and Moyers 1991: 5) to skew our research on globalization.

A type of colonial, (auto)orientalizing gaze is inherent in this research as some 
consumer groups are allowed secular spirituality for divorcing ancient practices from 
their religious dogmas, while others remain in the sphere of the sacred and trad-
itional. Studies in Western contexts have explored various modes of market-mediated 
secularized morality (e.g., consumer resistance, sustainability and green consump-
tion, prosumption) and pursuit of enlightened spirituality in a global consumer cul-
ture. The reflexive consumer portrayed in these studies displays a future-orientation 
as she projects the global consequences of her consumption and she can turn away 
from a materialistic lifestyle in favor of a more spiritual one (Black and Cherrier 
2010; Ekström 2015). For the non-Western ‘others’, religion is usually displayed 
as the main force that shapes the emerging markets (Mittelstaedt 2002) or the atten-
tion shifts from practices of consumers to policy-makers. In the former case, ‘the 
other’ has a rather limited and religion-based reflexivity to adopt or contest Western 
practices and moralities. The latter reveals the struggles of policy-makers to adapt 
Western sustainability guidelines and practices in their countries (Carrete et al. 2012; 
Ekström 2015) but fails to capture local forms of consumer reflexivity. Hence, local 
meanings and practices of sustainability for some consumer groups (see, for instance, 
Türe (2014) for a discussion of how Turkish consumers prevent waste by giving their 
disposable things to others), as well as local historical socio-economic contexts that 
nurture such differences, are lost to us (Ekström 2015). In either case, the myth that 
enlightened consumption practices, which are claimed to transcend the bounds of 
institutionalized religions, flow ‘from West to East’ is reinforced. This stance over-
looks the argument (Grove 1990) that ‘contemporary’ ideologies of environmental-
ism might actually have originated from the early globalization cycles, as Western 
colonizers learned from the colonized ‘others’ new ways to relate to nature.

Another myth reinforced in global consumption research is that belief and morality 
translate as religion in most non-Western contexts. The popularity of research on halal 
consumption (Kamarulzaman et  al. 2015) or Islamic brands (Izberk-Bilgin 2012) 
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insinuates such an (internalized) dominant gaze. Researchers, with a Durkhemian 
stance that the moral is the social (Zigon 2007), also regard these societies through 
the lens of religious orientations dominant in their geographies. This conceals other 
types of moralities and socials (e.g., secular morality or non-religious spirituality) 
that are also prevalent in these contexts. In other words, focusing on religion, scholars 
tend to disregard alternative moralities and co-existing socials. Then, over-represen-
tation of religion as the major response to globalization in some parts of the world 
contributes to the myth of ‘religiously extremist’ peripheries against which the moral 
superiority of the Western centers is built. The ghost of neo-jihadism – Islam against 
global forces (Buck-Morss 2003; Friedman 2006; Huntington 1993) – ever-present in 
most research on Muslim consumers across the globe is a case in point.

Conversely, by treating religion-based consumption as a micro-level phenomenon 
in Western cultures, we might be missing the revival of religion as a global phenom-
enon (Thomas 2005). The recent rise of conservative ideologies and the popularity of 
fundamentalist politicians in Europe and the US affirm the conclusion O’Guinn and 
Belk (1989) reached 25 years ago. They pointed to the rise of The New Right: ‘anti-
elite, anti-intellectual, anti-big government, socially nostalgic, and [which] believes 
in material blessings for those who “love the lord and live right.” … The ideological 
label attached to the common foe is secular humanism’ (p. 229). Such rare observa-
tions indicate (see also Ger 2013) that religion matters not just in ‘developing’ coun-
tries but also in ‘developed’ ones. That is, focusing too much on the differences of 
belief obscures the similarities across contexts. For instance, consumption patterns of 
a woman in a headscarf, beyond halal products or religious clothing, or how similar 
she can be to ‘secular’ women has not received much research attention. It also locks 
the consumption of some parties in the domain of enlightened spirituality and others 
solely in the domain of religion, making some moralities more visible or superior 
than others.

For researchers to really celebrate theoretical and methodological diversity and to 
understand the local consumers’ experiences, it is crucial to be aware of the ideolo-
gies that contaminate their research. We have identified above some of the myths: the 
West is the center for non-religious forms of enlightened spirituality and reflexive 
morality; religion is the major domain through which ‘the others’ practice morality 
and unite against the global forces; and religious consumption is a micro-level phe-
nomenon in Western contexts. These myths, in addition to reinforcing the dualities 
(e.g., East/West, modern/Islamist) that we, consumer researchers, claim to demol-
ish, prevent us from ‘studying explicitly and analyzing local concepts of morality’ 
(Zigon 2007, 131). Debunking these myths and adopting an inclusive view of belief 
in a global world require us to be open to diverse consumer experiences in differ-
ent localities and look for similarities as well as differences. It requires resisting the 
temptation to use Western culture as reference – as ‘the culture’ (Waters 2001) – and to 
refrain from taking some moralities for granted in some contexts. We can, instead, try 
to bring in a broader critical view of globalization by tracing West-to-West or East-to-
East global flows (see Tacey’s (2013) study on how the Bateks in Malaysia negotiate 
the flow of Eastern and Western belief systems in their territory). This way, we can 
answer new questions such as ‘how do global flows create different shades of belief 
in different localities?’ or ‘what are the counterparts of, for instance, infidel brands 
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in the West or secularized moralities in the Middle East?’ Producing and exploring 
such questions, in return, will help debunk the myths of morality and reflexivity in 
globalization research.

QuesTioning The myTh oF emanCiPaTory Power oF  
The digiTal on global CulTural Flows

Facilitated by digital networked technologies, the impact of globalization is now free 
from the constraints of temporal/spatial chasms. Connected through digital networks, 
global flows – of people, media, ideas, money, technology and things (Appadurai 
1990) have seen an unprecedented acceleration and penetration into everyday con-
sumption practices. But does this mean that now it is digitized globalization that 
mythically transforms Bauman’s (2003) ‘[hu]man with no bonds’ into human with no 
boundaries? Are consumers now in full control of what gets to flow across borders or 
are they only being offered a simulation of it? We think it is neither; yes, there are 
structural control mechanisms laid as traps that can lead consumers to just where the 
market wants them to be, yet if we can lay bare a roadmap of this digital world for 
consumers they can choose where they go and what to see.

Before the digitally connected world, global consumer culture flows were largely 
dictated through explicit knowledge retained, categorized and distributed by the 
more powerful agents in the global socio-economic system – dare we say the cor-
poration? Then at the turn of the millennium, the world wide web started to be 
used in a transformative way – as a platform where knowledge is not only created 
and published by individuals but also modified and shared by networks of users in 
an open, participatory and collaborative fashion. Such knowledge is tacitly distrib-
uted among participants of a network where ‘no one knows everything, everyone 
knows something, [and] all knowledge resides in humanity’ (Levy 1997: 20). This 
is a socio-technological network, where human and non-human cultures interact 
based on varied agendas and infrastructures as they create and co-create meanings 
in the digitally connected world (Yenicioglu and Christodoulides 2013). Such bor-
derless and participative interactions aim at expanding the experiences, knowledge 
and market power of participants and thus fundamentally disturb the established 
knowledge asymmetry democratizing the creation and sharing of the once dormant 
tacit knowledge. There are of course instances where the powers that be, freaking 
out about the loss of control they are faced with, erect borders in an attempt to limit 
such interactions. However, technologically savvy consumers not only find easy 
ways over, under, or around these borders, but also share such roadmaps with other 
network participants.

Consumers, as interpretive agents, may therefore gain this accolade once and for all 
within the global meaning-making system through this digital ‘revolution’. Far from 
being the ‘fragile flower that globalization tramples on’ (Tomlinson 2003), consum-
ers may now more than ever actively engage in the interplay of global cultural flows 
through socio-technological networks, continuously deterritorializing and reterritori-
alizing the global village they live in, unifying global culture and generating diversity 
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within it at the same time. As local everyday realities are continuously infiltrated by 
distant influences, perspectives and practices, global consumer culture becomes ever 
more rhizomic – a borderless plane of sameness in a constant flux.

Yet from a structural point of view, such a rhizome can be an architectural  
nightmare – ‘a space that is equally impossible to live and to leave’ (de Certeau 1997). 
Traditionally, local (such as the state) and global (such as the media and the brand) 
institutions negotiated socio-cultural policies that regulated individuals’ interac-
tions with global cultural flows. A panoptic architecture governs the level of cultural 
reflexivity of its always visible local inmates through an invisible (but always pre-
sent) consumer culture ideal. The digitally networked socio-technological rhizome, 
on the other hand, is argued to be working with a different panoptic architecture. In 
the age of digital connectivity, it is not the threat of visibility, but rather the threat of 
invisibility that is designed to govern the interactions of participants (Bucher 2012). 
Power of agency in global cultural negotiations comes with an obligatory responsi-
bility to be connected to the network. The number and level of interactions among 
human as well as non-human actors determine which cultural flows are going to be 
visible and hence important in negotiating local cultural meanings. Although digital 
global cultural flows seem to be in a constant flux with no apparent anchorage in 
a given local reality, there is an architectural structure to what is being visible and 
what is not for different participants of the socio-technological network. Facebook’s 
Newsfeed for example is built according to an architectural algorithm which identi-
fies the ‘important’ news items that are being shared within a network, ‘relevant’ to 
individual users. Such architectures are also dynamic and in a constant flux, changing 
shape as participants interact within the network. The panopticon requires actors to 
be visible and interact at all times in order to be in the know and also have a say in 
what others should know, or risk losing their agency in global cultural flows. Iqani 
and Schroeder (2015) call this constant penetration of the distant into the local, this 
global flow of digital interactions, hypervisibility.

Is this hypervisibility, this obligation to interact, this responsibility in self- 
reflection, and this urge to invite the distant in, just another form of spectacle dazzling 
the consumers with a false pretense of power and emancipation then? Or is it really 
moments of true participatory agency in constructing an interactive and evolving 
global consumer culture?

The digitally connected world neither offers a mythical emancipatory trapdoor for 
consumers nor does it magically hide in plain sight just another domination apparatus 
of the marketplace. It is for sure more powerful to be able to see the ordinary distant 
in all its glory and share one’s own everyday realities with the world. The displace-
ment of power to ‘mediate’, away from the usual suspects and towards individual 
actors, coupled with the growing importance of visibility, is opening up even the most 
private experiences of individuals to the public gaze as contributions to an evolving 
global culture (Lunt and Livingstone 2013).

But we should not underestimate the architecture of the digital panopticon and the 
underlying market realities that may more easily turn these participatory moments 
into commercially viable commodities for the profit of a few than the true negotia-
tions of global cultural flows and local consumer identities. As technological systems 
semi-autonomously and ubiquitously permeate global cultural terrains, they may lose 
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their ultimate objective (i.e., progressing quality of life) and instead turn into irra-
tional and meaningless sign systems (e.g., the selfie). Fascinated and petrified at the 
same time by the spectacle, actors may come to accept the simulated culture (re)pro-
duced by hyperreal technological images as an immovable reality of life. Without an 
understanding of the consequences of global socio-technological interactions, indi-
vidual agencies and creativity may develop into a perpetual reproduction of symbols 
of distinctions, divisions, and inequalities.

If we prefer global consumer culture to be signified in more than passively 
consumed commodities, in collectively transformed values, beliefs, and acts of its 
participants, unified for the improvement of global social welfare yet diversified to 
celebrate local realities, then our research needs to go beyond duly hailing or blaming 
digital networked technologies. Instead we need to expose their architecture and the 
consequences of that architecture for different actors such as the visible and the less 
visible or the bordered-out. We need to reflect on the participative opportunities and 
constraints offered by digital networked technologies and see beyond the veil of the 
sheer volume, variety, and velocity of global cultural flows therein.

ConClusion: Call For hisToriCal and CriTiCal reFlexiviTy 
and Cross-disCiPlinariTy For sTudies oF global Consumer 
CulTures

We have seen why what we call myths are myths and how easy and prevalent it is to 
fall prey to these myths that color our thinking as we study global consumption. 
Researchers tend to pay much more attention to positioning research questions and 
conceptualizations within ongoing debates in a particular (sub)discipline than 
considering what ideologies are being manifested in these very same research 
questions and concepts. While most scholars would acknowledge that our approaches 
and theories are themselves embedded in the neoliberal marketized world and its 
dominant ideologies, explicating and/or eliminating their manifestations and the 
consequences thereof have not been a widespread research practice. Thus, the obvious 
but difficult to exercise caveat is to be reflexive of latent ideologies at work in our 
scholarship; to consider how the political and academic milieu and its (sub)disciplinary 
scope shape the ways in which we think about globalization and consumption.

Like any other reflexivity exercise, researchers need to systematically consider 
their preferred interpretations and explanations, and their implications. If global-
ization is not a recent condition but a nonlinear process, then while developing 
conceptual models and arguments, researchers need to remind themselves of the 
underlying historical processes. We need to study consumption in dialogue with his-
tory studies and in relation to the historical processes of escalation and diminution 
of globalization – to its continuities and discontinuities.

If local–global encounters are not always playful but always laden with power rela-
tions, then while studying these encounters, researchers need to be aware of the history 
and politics of how a particular consumption object became an ‘object of desire’ in a 
foreign context, and which gaze this ‘becoming’ serves to validate. In other words, we 
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need a cautious approach to the celebration of hybridity, so that we can unpack how 
privilege, inequality and domination – at the global scale – are reproduced through 
everyday acts and adventures.

Similarly, marketing and consumption researchers can uncover fresh ground if they 
study immigrant or ‘local’ or ‘cosmopolitan’ consumers as people with their spe-
cific social, religious, racial, ethnic positions and histories. Hence, moving beyond 
an acculturation lens and to a focus on the power struggle between the receiving 
and sending cultures and its manifestations in the immigrants’ lives would enhance 
understanding of the interrelationships between immigration and markets/consump-
tion in the global arena.

Correspondingly, if belief and morality have globally become references for solid-
ifying socio-cultural divisions, then scholars must take care to question the taken-for-
granted superiority of the center’s moralities, and not to over-represent the import of 
religion or miss other shades of belief-morality in periphery contexts. In order to do 
so, we need to look for similarities as well as differences between and/or within our 
research contexts. Moreover, researchers need to be able to explore consumption and 
morality in different localities without necessarily using the West as the reference 
culture in interpreting observations.

Finally, if the volume, variety and velocity of digital networks draw a veil over the 
underlying market realities, in order to better understand the consequences of global 
digital connectivities, researchers would do well to study the underlying mechanisms 
and structures governing the distributed knowledge that is being generated by local 
participants all over the world. To understand the emancipatory possibilities as well 
as the barriers, we also need to investigate the divide between the visible and the 
invisible participants as well as the ways in which collaborative governance may 
work to weed out disinformation, manipulation and power games by the few.

Globalization amplifies awareness of a first (class) world and the experience of 
exclusion from it as well as social and economic polarization (de Koning 2009). 
Neoliberal policies widen global inequality and invite fundamental instability – 
witness new social movements (Pieterse 2005). If global inequality is dire, if the 
exigency of boundaries, across classes and contexts is more common than ever 
(Pieterse 2001, 2005), Appadurai’s widely cited flows ‘have to be located in global 
and local histories of inequality and dominance’ (de Koning 2009: 194). Flows 
involve symbolic translations across sites rather than mechanistic movement along 
inert passages (Rajagopal 2001). In these renditions, disjunctures in flows are used 
to the advantage of the powerful in global networks. Dominant ‘global structures of 
common difference’ (Wilk 1995) such as market institutions and their consumerist 
ideology define what types of diversity and hybrids will diffuse and what kinds will 
be curbed.

Similarly, if inequality and power struggles govern global markets and consump-
tion, consumer culture studies (Arnould and Thompson 2005) and material culture 
studies (Miller 2008, 2010) have to also be located in global and local histories of 
dominance. Researchers need to attend to the embeddedness of consumer identity 
and practices or the materiality and objectification of social relations, respectively, 
within the historical and current socio/cultural/political relations between the North 
and South, the center and periphery, or the dominant and the dominated.
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Furthermore, the vulnerabilities as well as the complexities of globalization 
imply that disciplines need to speak to each other. These vulnerabilities include 
inequality (Pieterse 2005), ethnic/religious/national forms of violence (Friedman 
2005), anti-globalization movements (Graeber 2005), and transnational criminal 
networks, business scandals and the commodification of human bodies (Comaroff 
and Comaroff 2005). Arguably, such liabilities are linked to the elevation of ‘market 
imperatives (“the spirit of neoliberalism”) to new heights where human dimensions 
are lost from view’ (Edelman and Haugerud 2005: 158). In order to give voice to the 
human dimensions, as well as for a fundamental understanding of the phenomenon 
in the first place, researchers need to cross disciplinary boundaries and study global 
consumption from the perspective of social, moral/religious and political, as well 
as economic and cultural angles. Hence, we call for a willingness to engage with 
disciplines and perspectives other than our own – to cross the boundaries of thinking – 
in theorization and research, as we study consumption across geographic boundaries. 
Arguably, studies of global consumption would benefit greatly from, particularly, 
subaltern studies, postcolonial studies, new social movements (including resistance 
to globalization) and human rights studies. Researchers of global consumer culture 
should confront the macro-processes and structures as well as the micro-structures 
and processes they tend to focus on. This has become more critical today, given the 
world political stage in 2017.

In sum, the prevalence of global dominance relations and the elevation of mar-
ket imperatives call for both greater researcher reflexivity and deeper and sincere 
engagement with disciplines other than our own, whatever ‘our own’ might be. We, 
researchers, have a responsibility not to sanctify neocolonial and neoliberal might 
and boundaries. Instead we have a responsibility to try to avoid the myths and traps 
in our choice of topics to study, in deciding how to study them, and in developing 
conceptualizations and explanations. Such responsibility invites research interests 
in historicizing, domination and power struggles, the unabridged lives of consum-
ers as people, with shades of moralities and similarities as well as differences of 
different local cultures, market structures and governance structures of digital 
networks.
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Consumer Culture in  

Socialist Russia

Olga Gurova

inTroduCTion

Socialist consumption has become a focus of recent research in history, historical 
sociology and cultural studies. In this chapter I will discuss socialist consumption 
meaning, first and foremost, consumption in the Soviet Union and, in particular, in 
Russia, in the period between 1917 and 1985/1991: 1917 is the year of the Bolshevik 
Revolution, which led to the establishment of the Soviet Union; 1985 is the year 
when the restructuring (perestroika) of the economic, social and cultural system 
began and caused the dissolution of the Soviet Union; 1991 is the year when the dis-
solution of the Soviet Union was formally enacted. Many arguments regarding the 
Soviet Union are relevant to other socialist societies of Eastern and Central Europe, 
yet there are also differences that are beyond the attention of this chapter because of 
such a focus.

For consumer culture studies the term ‘socialist consumer culture’ has been 
problematic until recently. Don Slater, for instance, stated that although consumption 
is universal and cultural, consumer culture is ‘unique and specific: it is the dominant 
mode of cultural reproduction developed in the west over the course of modernity. 
Consumer culture is in important respects the culture of the modern west’ (Slater, 
1997: 8, emphasis in the original text). Slater admitted, however, that ‘[n]or is the 
consumer culture a purely western affair’ (ibid: 9), but the purpose of this elaboration 
of his was to explain that in non-Western societies consumer culture develops thanks 
to Western influence, in the form of and as a means of advancement of Western 
markets, businesses and ways of life (Slater, 1997: 8).

This perspective has been both supported (for instance, in Sassatelli, 2007) as well 
as criticised, primarily by researchers of non-Western consumer cultures (for exam-
ple, Karababa and Ger, 2011; and see also Ger et  al.’s Chapter 6 in this volume). 
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Typical criticism is that the concept of consumption – and also of modernity – has 
tended to be monopolised for the Anglophone west (Clunas, cited in Reid, 2002: 213). 
Scholars who study socialist Russia add that ‘there is a tacit assumption that, being 
communist, eastern bloc countries – and the Soviet Union, above all – could not, by 
definition, be consumer societies’ (Reid, 2002: 213) because ‘[c]onsumer society 
has traditionally been associated with the capitalist economic system’ (Chernyshova, 
2013: 11). Such an attitude may partially explain the lack of interest or vibrant dis-
cussion on socialist consumption in consumer culture studies. In other areas, this 
tacit assumption pushed scholars to analyse the relevance of the consumer culture 
concept as applied to socialist societies. Recently, there has been a surge in scholarly 
research on consumer culture in the Soviet Russia and other socialist countries. In 
fact, it has been argued that not only was consumer culture present in socialist econo-
mies, but it also played an important part in and was promoted by socialist regimes 
(Chernyshova, 2013: 11).

An important note about the categories of analysis should be made. If ‘consump-
tion’ is a universal phenomenon and exists in every single culture, then ‘consumer 
culture’ and ‘consumer society’ (these terms are often used interchangeably, see 
Sassatelli, 2007) are rooted in particular geographical and historical context and are 
considered as categories belonging to modern Western society, as discussed above. 
Recently, such an approach has been reconsidered; the idea of a multiplicity of con-
sumer cultures has been put forward by scholars, who have claimed a ‘diversity of 
trajectories’ towards consumer modernity (de Grazia, cited in Randall, 2008: 158). 
Perhaps, the use of another category – ‘culture of consumption’, which is an anthro-
pological category that does not imply binaries and hierarchies, can be considered as 
a step in the same direction (Tikhomirova, 2007).

Academic studies of the Soviet consumer from a cultural perspective were quite 
scarce during the Soviet times. Starting from the 1970s onwards social historians Vera 
Dunham and Sheila Fitzpatrick explored culture and consumption from the point of 
view of everyday practices in the Soviet Union in the 1930s–1950s. Back then, the 
access to archives in the Soviet Union was hindered or even forbidden for scholars, 
therefore foreign scholars based their research on published literary sources or on 
interviews with émigrés from the Soviet Union. Since the 1990s and the dissolution 
of the Soviet Union, studies of Soviet consumption started to bloom in the context 
of social and cultural history, cultural studies, historical sociology and sociology 
of consumption, because a new post-Soviet consumerism, which came fast and 
was sudden, forced scholars to understand its origin (Reid, 2009: 4). These studies 
used various sources, from archives to in-depth interviews and visual data, and a 
number of methodologies, from discourse analysis to oral history. They often drew 
from social theory and such authors as Michel de Certeau, Michel Foucault, Norbert 
Elias, Roland Barthes, among others. Thus Svetlana Boym (1994) wrote a book on 
the archaeology of practices of daily life in the Soviet Union. Elena Osokina (1998, 
cited in English, 2001) published an insightful investigation into the organisation of a 
system of provision in the Soviet Union in the 1930s. Jukka Gronow (2003) wrote a 
book on consumer culture, commodities, retail and advertising in the 1930s. Among 
other topics that were scrutinised are the archaeology of Soviet things (Buchli, 2000), 
peculiarities of commodities in socialist culture (Kravets, 2013), style and socialism 
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(Crowley and Reid, 2010), everyday life and civilising process (Volkov, 2000), 
fashion and social distinctions (Tikhomirova, 2007, 2010; Zakharova, 2010, 2013), 
cars (Siegelbaum, 2008), summerhouses (Lovell, 2003), Soviet advertising (Cox, 
2006; Tolstikova, 2007), marketing strategies under socialism (Kravets and Sandikçi, 
2013), the ideology of fashion and representations of femininity (Vainshtein, 1996), 
and DIY practices (Gerassimova and Chuikina, 2009; Golubev and Smolyak, 2013; 
Gurova, 2009; Orlova, 2009; Smolyak, 2014). During the first decade of the twenty-
first century historians published several monographs devoted to Soviet retail trade 
(Hessler, 2004; Hilton, 2012; Randall, 2008). Also, Djurdja Bartlett (2010) wrote a 
monograph on socialist fashion, and Natalya Chernyshova (2013) issued a book on 
different aspects of consumer culture in the Soviet Union in the 1970s. During the past 
several years, Natalia Lebina (1999, 2009, 2014), a social historian, has published 
several explorations of the micro-history of daily life in the Russian language.  
A current trend in the studies of the Soviet consumer culture is to investigate it from 
the point of view of the history of technology or sensory history, as new angles on 
consumer culture are introduced. New sources and topics are being presented and 
social science concepts continue to be actively used by the scholars producing 
interdisciplinary research.

In this chapter I focus on the concept of socialist consumption, looking at the emic 
categories that help to understand life in Soviet society from the point of view of 
the culture itself (cf. Geertz, 1973). I am doing so by looking at meta-discourse of 
the studies of the Soviet consumer culture across a number of disciplines, including 
social and cultural history, cultural studies and historical sociology. I look at several 
elements of the consumer culture, including production, retail trade and culture of 
selling, the ideology of consumption, commodities, social structure and everyday 
consumer practices. This chapter enforces the assumption that consumer culture  
is a global phenomenon that is rooted in the sociocultural, economic and political 
circumstances of different regions.

The structure of the chapter is as follows. First, I will focus on the concepts related 
to the production of consumer goods in Soviet society, then I will proceed to the ide-
ology and dominant discourses on consumption. After that I will consider socialist 
retail trade and the culture of selling. Then I will focus on identities and, after that, on 
everyday practices of consumption. In the discussion section I will pay attention to the 
existing debate on the peculiarities of socialist consumer culture in the Soviet Union. 
In conclusion, I will summarise the characteristics of the socialist consumer culture 
and give a brief scope of potential dimensions for future research.

ProduCTion oF Consumer goods: ‘shorTage soCieTy’  
and ‘sTorage soCieTy’

Socialism (1917–1985/1991) is referred to the economic system under which the 
state was the owner of the means of production and played a crucial role in the regu-
lation of all spheres of life (Verdery, 1996). Hence the production and distribution of 
consumer goods were concentrated in the hands of the state and were not regulated 
by market mechanisms and consumer demand. Production was privileged over 
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consumption during the entire Soviet period. Private production and private trade 
were illegal during most of the socialist time, with the exception of the period of the 
New Economic Policy of the 1920s and for the group of collective farmers who could 
legally sell at farmers’ markets throughout the entire Soviet period.

The state based production on the calculation of ‘rational’ or ‘reasonable’ needs 
instead of the ‘wants’ of the consumers (Reid, 2002: 219). Besides, the state focused 
its efforts on heavy industry (so-called Group A) and not on the production of 
consumer goods (Group B). Natalya Chernyshova illustrates this with numbers: in 
the 1950s heavy industry was allocated 90% of all means of production, and light 
industry – only 10%. In the 1970s the ratio was 74% to 26% (Chernyshova, 2013: 27; 
and see also Gronow 2003: 121).

As a result, the centrally planned Soviet economy was in such a situation whereby 
demand for consumer goods was chronically higher than supply. Therefore, Janos 
Kornai (1992) called the Soviet economy ‘the shortage economy’. The term ‘short-
age’ embraces a large group of phenomena, including tension on the market due 
to demand exceeding supply, a lack of consumer goods and queuing for consumer 
goods (Kornai, 1992; Osokina, 2001). The key concept applied to socialist society in 
the literature is the ‘society of shortage’. Sometimes shortages were relative, when 
the goods actually existed but not where and when they were needed (Chernyshova, 
2013: 21), and sometimes shortages were absolute, which resulted in rationing and 
coupons being introduced several times during the entire Soviet period (Verdery, 
1996: 21).

The ‘society of shortage’ is the dominant paradigm in the interpretation of the 
Soviet reality, which, however, has been recently criticised by historians and cultural 
studies researchers. They argue that, first, there were different periods in the history 
of Russia, including those which could be seen as periods of relative abundance. 
Julie Hessler, for instance, distinguished three periods in the development of the 
Soviet economy: crisis mode, normalising mode and normal mode. The crisis 
mode prevailed up until World War II, with the exception of the period of the New 
Economic Policy of the 1920s and in the pre-war years of 1933–1938. During the 
crisis there was rationing and centralised control; during the normalising period the 
economy moved towards consumer choice and flexibility. After World War II (WWII) 
the normalising mode turned into a normal mode (Davies, 2010; Hessler, 2004). 
Natalya Chernyshova argues that during the Khrushchev (1953–1964) and Brezhnev 
(1966–1982) years the regime paid increased attention to the mass production of 
consumer goods and, as a result, living standards rose. However, Chernyshova adds 
that ‘no-one in their right mind would dispute the existence of shortages in the 
USSR’ (Chernyshova, 2013: 3).

Second, Ina Merkel (2006: 268–269), in talking about the GDR, continues the crit-
icism of the term ‘shortage’ emphasising that there is no such thing as a shortage as 
such; it is a relative term. What is perceived as a shortage differs from culture to cul-
ture, among the social classes and historically. In Merkel’s opinion, the label ‘society 
of shortage’ is a term of the binary West vs East discourse, and she considers the case 
of Germany, which can be extended to other socialist countries. In this discourse the 
West becomes coloured, whereas the Eastern European countries appear as black and 
white, or grey. The term ‘society of shortage’ also intends a logical misinterpretation, 
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because shortage leads to frustration, greed and envy. But Merkel emphasised that in 
such societies consumers expressed and used fantasy, creativity, improvisation and 
enjoyment as coping strategies, which we will discuss further in this chapter in the 
section on do-it-yourself culture. In line with this criticism, shortages were seen as 
anomie, but they also could be seen as social glue that bonded people together in 
opposition to the state (Crowley and Reid, 2010: 10).

Another view on the Soviet economy was suggested by Sergei Oushakine who 
criticised the ‘shortages approach’ and suggests looking at it from a different angle, 
putting forward the concept of a ‘society of storage’. According to Oushakine, Soviet 
society, being focused on production, in fact, produced too many goods, there was 
an overstocking of certain commodities which were unwanted, from the 1940s 
onwards. It was not a shortage of things but rather a ‘steady increase of the volume 
of commodities that did not enter the process of consumption’ (Oushakine, 2014: 
206). Oushakine noted that over thirty years inventory in industry and trade grew 
by 1122%, increasing from 2.929 billion Russian roubles in 1940 to 32.873 billion 
roubles in 1970. In 1985 the amount of inventories ‘accumulated only by state enter-
prises that were involved in material production amounted to 80 percent of national 
income’ (Oushakine, 2014: 207). This condition was caused by many factors, includ-
ing peculiarities of organisation of planning in a centralised economy, flaws in the 
transportation system of goods, flaws in statistics and the calculating of demand, a 
snail-paced reaction to demand, and, in general, peculiarities of the understanding of 
where demand comes from – not from consumer desire, as in a market economy, but 
as a result of centralised state planning (Oushakine, 2014: 209–212; Osokina, 2001).

Thus these two major concepts – ‘society of shortage’ and ‘society of storage’ 
describe the situation in the economy, which shaped the structural conditions in the 
Soviet consumer culture. These concepts make it clear that the planned economy 
formed conditions in which supply rarely met demand.

ideology oF ConsumPTion: beTween maTerialism  
and de-maTerialisaTion

The state played a crucial role in the regulation of consumption in the Soviet Union 
through a number of means, one of which was establishing the dominant discourse 
on consumption. The approach of the state to the discourse on consumption was to a 
large extent didactic; the state formed a particular type of a citizen – a Soviet Man – 
and transmitted a particular set of ideas and practices corresponding to the ideology. 
The discursive level of consumption under socialism was discussed in literature in 
the context of the following topics: mythologies of consumption (Boym, 1994), 
philosophical ideas behind socialist consumption (Vihavainen and Bogdanova, 
2015), ideologies of consumption (Gurova, 2006, 2015), fashion, taste and women’s 
magazines (Bartlett, 2010; Gradskova, 2007, 2011; Vainshtein, 1996) and advertise-
ments as discourse (Tolstikova, 2007).

The discursive level of consumption was studied with the use of category ‘ideology 
of consumption’, where ideology is understood as a set of dominant discourses 
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transmitting ideas about consumption and promotion through various forms of cul-
tural production or cultural artefacts (magazines, newspapers, TV, cinema, material 
objects) (see Gurova, 2006; Vainshtein, 1996).

There were several major changes in the ideology of consumption during the 
socialist period. After the Revolution of 1917 and during the early 1920s the domi-
nant discourse promoted through the official media was based on the idea of asceti-
cism and the idea that individuals should be free from the oppression of material 
things. The ideology was aimed at rejecting the ideals of the pre-revolutionary past, 
and criticised petty-bourgeois materialism, philistinism and the class character of 
consumption (Boym, 1994; Vihavainen and Bogdanova, 2015). At the same time, 
there was an idea of satisfying everyone’s needs, although only basic needs due to 
lack of resources. Such phenomena as fashion and beauty were defined according 
to revolutionary principles. Fashion should be functional and utilitarian and should 
transmit the values of a new socialist culture. Beauty should be ‘natural’, whereas 
makeup was seen as an artificial ‘scab’ on the body (Gurova, 2006).

In the 1930s, after the revolutionary experiments, the ideology changed, and 
material prosperity became a goal. Stalin recognised the importance of consumption 
(Gronow, 2003: 120), socialism was linked to consumerism and consumerism was 
seen as a positive force for building socialism (Randall, 2008: 36, 43). The logic of 
this change can be explained by a new contract that was established between the state 
and the emerging middle class, which required a stable life with consumer goods 
after years of revolutionary upheavals (Dunham, 1979). The new ideals were relative 
abundance, equality and cultural life. The key discursive concept was culturedness 
(kul’turnost’) as an orientation towards relatively high standards of individual 
consumption (Volkov, 2000). Culturedness linked a set of consumer practices to 
the status of a cultured person, who should master civilising practices such as using 
a fork and knife, following fashion, wearing makeup, having some knowledge of 
literature and music, and, in general, being a skilful modern consumer. In line with 
new ideas of relative abundance, the media started building a ‘dream world’ of the new 
consumer culture, publishing articles about and pictures of products which, in fact, 
were not available in the stores, that is why Sheila Fitzpatrick (1999: 90, 93) calls this 
period ‘virtually a consumer-goods pornography’ or ‘la vie en rose, Soviet style’ and 
Jukka Gronow (2003) named one of the chapters of his book ‘Soviet consumption 
amidst general poverty’. The attitude towards fashion and beauty changed to be 
more tolerant. Although the discourse promoted ideas of equality, it also constructed 
hierarchy, for instance, attention was given to a group of shock workers, so-called 
Stakhanovites, who were rewarded by the regime with material goods for achieving 
success in their labour (Volkov, 2000).

In the 1950s and 1960s, when the country was rebuilding itself after WWII, under 
Khrushchev, the middle class became numerous and embraced broader population 
and the masses were invited to participate in consumption (Chernyshova, 2013: 45). 
On the one hand, there was criticism of the consumerist ideals of Stalin’s times. On 
the other hand, consumption was legitimated as a part of the Soviet middle-class 
lifestyle and also as a force in political competition with the West in times of the 
Cold War.  The key discourse was a discourse on Soviet taste that played the role of 
a regulatory mechanism of consumer behaviour for a country, which became more 
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open to international influences through various international events, the import of 
consumer goods, and increasing in- and outbound tourism (Gorsuch, 2011: 4–5; 
Gurova, 2006; Vainshtein, 1996; Zakharova, 2013). The good taste of a Soviet 
person meant consumption according to the principle of moderation and simplicity 
(Vainshtein, 1996). Consumer habits were linked to the inner self, and excessive 
consumption as well as exaggerated following of Western fashion was considered 
a sign of a corrupted self (Gurova, 2006). Although cosmetics were legitimised in 
the middle-class lifestyle and produced in the Soviet Union, the official discourse 
was still often critical towards them, interpreting them as a Western fashion (Lebina, 
2014: 111).

In the 1970s–mid-1980s, the state promoted an ambivalent attitude towards mate-
rial objects in such a way that it both supported the further evolving of consumerism 
and material expectations, or criticised materialism and philistinism. The ideology 
was aimed at creating a ‘post-materialistic world’ (Gurova, 2006) in which there 
would be relative abundance of goods, which signalised to people in the country and 
to the rest of the world about success of the socialist system, but in which Soviet 
people, at the same time, were expected to maintain an indifferent attitude towards 
consumer goods. In other words, people should not be obsessed with things, but 
neither was a lack of material comfort acceptable (Gurova, 2006; Paretskaya, 2010). 
Fashion was considered as a legitimate part of the Soviet people’s lifestyle. Although 
symbolic functions of fashion were acknowledged, in comparison to bourgeois socie-
ties, the Soviet people were supposed to not be keen on buying new things because 
the old ones are out of fashion. Following Western fashion was tolerated, but extreme 
manifestation were condemned and criticised (Yurchak, 2008).

Thus the media participated in a top-down approach to the construction of a con-
sumer culture in socialist states and enhanced the paternalistic role of the state through 
the creation of dominant discourses. The ascetic values in the discourse co-existed 
with abundance, which sometimes gets ahead of reality, stimulating the development 
of consumption. At the same time, the state was eager to control consumer patterns, 
to limit those patterns of consumption, which could be defined as excessive since 
they did not correspond to the ideals and norms of socialist society.

reTail Trade and shoPPing in a ‘sellers’ markeT’

Soviet trade was in the focus of several monographs covering the periods of  
the late nineteenth to the early twentieth century (Hessler, 2004; Hilton, 2012), the  
1930s (Gronow, 2003; Osokina, 2001; Randall, 2008) and the late Soviet times 
(Ivanova, 2017).

As for the history of formats, before the revolution there existed merchants’ rows, 
as well as privately owned or cooperative stores, which after the revolution were 
closed down or nationalised and transformed into large-scale state-owned retail outlets 
(Hilton, 2012), among which were department stores from the first half of the century 
and universal stores (universam) from the second half. There were also specialised 
stores selling food and non-food items throughout the entire period. The politics 
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of the Bolsheviks after the revolution of 1917 can be described as aiming at the 
democratisation of consumption, and the purpose was to create a retail trade that 
corresponded to the ideas of a socialist society, which was self-proclaimed as classless. 
According to Marjorie Hilton, the motto of the Soviet retail trade was ‘Everything 
for everybody’. Despite this goal, the stores were stratified as the (scarce) goods 
were allocated unevenly for different groups of consumers, thus creating hierarchies 
of stores and of consumers. For instance, during whole Soviet period there were 
‘closed’ (limited-access) stores. In the first half of the 1930s stores named Torgsin 
(an acronym derived from ‘Torgovlia s inostrantsami’ translated as ‘Trade with 
foreigners’) sold food and other scarce goods (Osokina, 2001). In the second half 
of the century there were Beriozka (Birch) stores selling luxury or hard-to-get goods 
for foreign currencies, which were unavailable to ordinary citizens, and for precious 
metals (Ivanova, 2013, 2017). The access of the consumers to the stores was based 
on their profession and position at work: ‘the closer to important material production 
one worked, the better were the provisions and one’s living standards’ (Gronow, 
2003: 124). Anna Ivanova cited underground writer Iuz Aleshkovskii, who satirically 
wrote that Beriozka stores, an attractor of consumer desire in the late Soviet times, 
‘destroy people’s faith in our classless society’ (Ivanova, 2013: 259).

Not only retail formats were changed, but in-store practices too. The transformation 
of the culture of selling was achieved through a campaign aimed at building ‘cultured 
trade’, in which ‘cultured’ should be applicable to both sides – salespersons and 
customers. This campaign was launched in the mid-1930s and was in line with the 
ideas of culturedness (kul’turnost’) discussed above. Cultured Soviet trade meant 
a ‘modern, rational, and hygienic retail environment where employees provided 
consumers with attentive and friendly customer service, new retail amenities and 
services, creative displays, and a wide variety of goods’ (Hessler, 2004; Randall, 
2008: 39).

Interestingly, the modernisation of new retail spaces was largely based on the 
Western experience, learnt when the Soviet delegation travelled to the US and 
Western Europe and studied the organisation of retail (Gronow, 2003). As Jane 
Randall notes, the Soviet leaders ‘did not turn to Lenin or Marx and Engels in order 
to rethink their retail operations; rather, they looked abroad’ (Randall, 2008: 46). The 
American department store Macy’s served as one such example for socialist leaders. 
They picked both small practices, for instance, the way men’s shirts were displayed 
on open shelves, each size on a separate shelf, to larger principles, such as self-
service or the creation of a comfortable atmosphere for the client, who was motivated 
to spend time in the shop with many additional services (Gronow, 2003; Oushakine, 
2014). These new principles were applied in the so-called ‘model stores’, for instance 
in GUM (Main Universal Store) and TsUM (Central Universal Store) in Moscow. 
These stores also experimented with home deliveries and telephone orders, additional 
tailoring services, and so on (Gronow, 2003: 87; Hilton, 2012; Randall, 2008).

The hierarchy of salesperson vs customer also changed, which affected the culture 
of selling. Before the revolution the stores’ owners were interested in profit or in 
forcing customers to buy what they did not necessarily need. Therefore, they could 
cheat the clients, while after the revolution the idea was to give salespersons the 
status of workers who should be cultured, well-mannered and reliable. The purpose 
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was to upgrade the position of retail workers by redefining their relation to consumers 
(Hilton, 2012: 236). The type of market that has been formed in socialist countries 
has been called the ‘sellers’ market’ (Kornai, 1992). By ‘sellers’ market’ was meant 
the peculiar regimen of the market, in which immediate access to the consumer 
goods was considered as the most important resource of this market. Since the 
seller possesses this resource, it gives him/her power and puts the consumer into a 
subordinate position in such a way that the consumer has to invest his/her efforts, 
time and money, into gaining information and getting access to the goods. S/he also 
has to adapt their own needs and desires to the shortages of the consumer market. 
As a result, in fact, the culture of selling in Soviet Russia evolved in a direction 
opposite to what was intended, meaning a notorious lack of attention of sales workers 
to customers, lack of friendliness, boorishness, etc.

The Soviet consumers, however, had their ‘weapon’ against the sellers. Consumers 
were expected to express their agency through the practice of complaints, a powerful 
mechanism of consumers’ feedback, which was institutionalised in the 1920s and 
existed throughout the Soviet period (Bogdanova, 2015; Hilton, 2012). Complaints 
were made in a ‘Book for complaints and suggestions’ available in every single store 
and in the form of letters to the press. Consumers were seen by the state as ‘produc-
tive’, actively involved in the process of consumption. The complaints thus could be 
seen as a form of consumer citizenship in the Soviet Union (Randall, 2008: 14, 134). 
As for the selling culture, rudeness was the most common problem and the target 
of complaints, in which the sales workers were portrayed as ‘petty tyrants of the 
counter who wielded undue power in obstructing their [customers’] rightful access 
to goods and who verbally abused or ignored them’ (Hilton, 2012: 251; see also 
Bogdanova, 2015). Another typical complaint was ‘cheating in weighing’: a sales-
person could press a finger on scale to add weight. Elena Bogdanova describes a 
caricature illustrating this practice in which a customer says to sales worker: ‘Pack 
your finger also, since you have weighed it!’ (Bogdanova, 2015: 119). Consumers 
complained about the lack of goods, poor service, boorishness and the indifference of 
sales assistants, the poor quality of consumer goods, queues, etc. (Bogdanova, 2015: 
121). The culture of selling thus produced an atmosphere of conflicts and anxieties, 
which along with shortages and queues sometimes made the experience of customers 
not so pleasurable.

The practice of shopping was defined in socialist terms as a matter of meeting 
material needs. Soviet scholars looked at shopping from the point of view of effi-
ciency: how much time it takes for the consumers to get to the store or how much time 
they spend in queues, and how this experience can be made more efficient (Gurova, 
2014). Sales workers did not serve but ‘issued the goods’ and also ‘satisfied con-
sumers’ requests’ (Hilton, 2012: 236), and the consumer ‘procured’ commodities 
(Fitzpatrick, 1999). In Soviet culture, shopping was not considered to be in the frame-
work of leisure and pleasure. However, recently it was argued that this does not mean 
that Soviet society was a world without pleasure, which was in general an integral 
part of the planned future of socialist society – that is, of communism. Pleasure can 
also be found, if not in the process of purchasing goods, then in the result of obtain-
ing not easily available commodities (Crowley and Reid, 2010: 3) which were sacral 
‘trophies’ because of their scarcity (Chapman, 2013a: 27).
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Marketing mechanisms, such as advertisements, were primarily used in the social-
ist Russia for didactical purpose. Advertising was considered as ‘agitational and 
educational media’ which ‘elevates’ and ‘publicises the regime’s achievements’ 
and promotes its policy (Hilton, 2012: 196, 212; Kravets and Sandikçi, 2013: 473; 
Tolstikova, 2007: 46). Therefore, the purposes of advertisement were to cultivate 
and teach the Soviet consumer to appreciate novelties (Gronow, 2003: 86), to inform 
about rational and proper modes of consumption (Reid, 2002: 218) and to fight back-
wardness (Kravets and Sandikçi, 2013: 479). Since early Soviet advertisement was 
produced by artists, it was considered as art that could beautify the face of the cities 
(Tolstikova, 2007: 48). Recently scholars reframed socialist consumption in terms of 
pleasure and desire, as I mentioned above, stating that desire should not be neglected 
in understanding the Soviet consumer culture. Advertising, thus, also channelled 
desire, formed a ‘proper’ attitude to desirable objects and promoted the state as the 
main provider of material welfare (Golubev, 2016).

In general, many marketing strategies used in the Soviet Union were similar to the 
ones used in the West, however, they were aligned with principles of state policy rather 
that with demand and profit. For instance, Olga Kravets and Özlem Sandikçi explore 
the marketing strategies of the cosmetic trust TeZHe in the 1930s and illustrate what 
kinds of strategies were utilised. The trust aimed at growing varieties of perfumes 
and other products (a sign of abundance); introduced the names of the products after 
current events (promotion of events); differentiated prices, offering lower price items 
in order to provide everyone with basic necessities; used different packages for the 
same items or repackaged old products, sometimes attracting renowned artists to 
producing the pack materials; utilised novel ways of displaying commodities (not 
to stimulate the desire but to inform customers about new goods); and used mail 
order and travelling salesmen to distribute goods (Kravets and Sandikçi, 2013: 463). 
There were also other marketing tools used by retail traders, such as holiday bazaars, 
product tie-ins, and additional in-store services, for instance, tailoring and carrying 
out alterations of clothes (Chernyshova, 2013: 38; Hilton, 2012: 221).

Since the stores often did not offer what consumers needed, in addition to ‘first’ 
or ‘official’ economy and legal trade there was the so-called ‘second economy’, an 
unofficial, illegal or semi-legal trade (Fitzpatrick, 1999; Verdery, 1996). This kind of 
trade was labelled as ‘black market’, a powerful sociocultural phenomenon in Soviet 
Russia. Black market goods were hard-to-earn often foreign products not available in 
stores, for instance, jeans or nylon stockings. Sellers on the black market (fartzovsh-
chiki, spekulianty) obtained goods from abroad, from foreigners coming to Russia or 
from ‘closed’ stores and sold these goods to customers with the purpose to making 
a profit. The black market thus was a form of market economy in socialist society. 
Although it was illegal, the state turned a blind eye towards such activities because 
they maintained its stability (Lebina, 2014: 141–142).

In sum, the logic of the transformation of the retail trade illustrates the develop-
ment of mass consumption in the Soviet Union. Particular tendencies that formed 
consumer culture in the Soviet Union were the state regulation of retail trade, the 
democratisation of retailing, and, at the same time, a differentiation in provision and 
access to consumer goods. Informal unofficial trade as an element of market economy 
complemented the state-regulated retail system.
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CommodiTies as ‘Things-as-Comrades’

Commodities are seen in literature as items embodying values of a culture; they are not 
mute and can speak (Crowley and Reid, 2010: 9). Commodities in a socialist economy, 
when compared to commodities in a market economy as described in the studies, are 
usually depicted as the ones without a ‘scab of beauty,’ because they were not sup-
posed to seduce a customer with their appearance (Bartlett, 2010; Degot’, 2005; 
Gurova, 2015). Soviet consumer culture was aimed at establishing a radically new 
relationship between people and material objects, which was not a relationship of 
alienation as in capitalist society, but of friendship. Therefore, socialist things were 
called ‘friends’ or ‘comrades’ to people, not slaves to them (Bartlett, 2010: 18; 
Kravets, 2013: 422). Scholars apply the metaphor ‘things-as-comrades’, depicting 
Soviet material objects and arguing that in a socialist society, use value prevailed over 
symbolic value which resulted in a relatively ‘plain’ non-commercial aesthetic and 
rational attitude to things. Ekaterina Degot’ depicts a Soviet thing as ‘warm, friendly 
with no obsessing toward the surface, honest, truthful, modest … Isn’t it a description 
of a perfect human being?’ she asks (Degot’, 2005: 202; Gurova, 2015; Kravets, 2013).

The prevalence of use value was seen not only in the design of the products but 
also in the packaging – the goods in stores could be wrapped in greyish or brownish 
paper that was supposed to first and foremost protect a product rather than seduce 
a customer. A similar utilitarian approach existed in shop-windows, which had to 
be ‘honest and informative’ (Randall, 2008: 56). Nevertheless, the significance of 
symbolic values had been gradually increasing, and in the post-WWII period Soviet 
commodities absorbed new qualities such as stylishness and a nice design, and there-
fore embodied an ability to satisfy not only the needs but also the fantasies of the 
consumers (Golubev, 2016).

In the Soviet consumer culture, there was a specific group of commodities, which 
on the one hand, were luxurious and, on the other hand, were accessible to the wider 
population. These goods were introduced in the 1930s, when the ideology of asceti-
cism was replaced by the ideology of culturedness. Among these goods were items that 
related to pleasure and luxury rather than to needs and necessity, such as champagne, 
cognac, caviar, chocolate and perfume. Jukka Gronow (1997) called such products 
‘democratic luxury’. As he explains,

Champagne was sold and drunk in great qualities … Caviar sandwiches were on offer at almost 
every café in museums, theatres or concert halls. …. [I]t was not only the long queues in front of 
the shops and the almost chronic shortages of many everyday commodities which characterized 
the Soviet culture of consumption. The culture was also deeply permeated by the spirit of 
common and plebeian luxury. (Gronow, 2003: x)

The luxurious commodities ‘trickled down’ from a lifestyle of pre-revolutionary 
nobility, as the Bolsheviks envisioned it. These were goods supposed to be consumed 
for holidays and other celebrations; many of them were meant for women. The 
spread and popularity of these goods were in line with the general idea of democra-
tisation of consumption. Because they were cheaper versions of more expensive and 
fine commodities, the concept of ‘Soviet kitsch’ was also applied to interpret them 
(Gronow, 1997).



Consumer Culture in soCialist russia 113

There was hierarchy of commodities in the Soviet consumer culture. This hier-
archy was between locally produced and imported consumer goods (in particular, 
from the West), with the latter occupying a higher position and serving as an object 
of desire for the Soviet consumer (Chernyshova, 2013). The paradox was that in the 
official media discourse all things Western were criticised as products of bourgeois 
and capitalist society, but the daily life situation was more complicated. For instance, 
in the 1930s, when Soviet leaders went to the US to learn about the organisation of 
retail trade, they brought back to the country equipment for producing American 
hamburgers. The hamburgers were sold in kiosks in Moscow and could have become 
‘an ideal, “socialist” solution to mass catering for the “busy man” in Soviet cities’, 
but the war (WWII) disrupted that plan (Gronow, 2003: 74). In the 1950s and 1960s, 
when Soviet designers visited the Dior company in France, they had to adopt a dou-
ble language. On the one hand, in the public discourse, when speaking about French 
haute couture they used the politically approved clichés ‘bourgeois fashion exaggera-
tions,’ but in the professional discourse and in internal reports they justified the posi-
tive effect of visiting France for Soviet design (Zakharova, 2010: 100).

Fashion as a mechanism of the aging of commodities was not inbuilt in the socialist 
economy to the same extent as in the capitalist system (Gronow, 2003: 145). Djurdja 
Bartlett supports this view, distinguishing ‘official socialist dress’ – representations 
of fashion in official media, at exhibitions and congresses and fairs (Bartlett, 2010: 8). 
This official socialist dress did not change fast and was a ‘prisoner of time’, always 
looking a bit out of fashion and therefore called ‘congealed’ fashion (Bartlett, 2005: 
141–142). In contrast with official socialist dress, so-called ‘everyday dress’, actually 
worn by consumers, belonged to a different – faster – modernity. It was more exposed 
to fashion, especially after WWII, when standards of living were rising, the interest in 
fashion was growing and new fashion trends were coming to the country via media, 
films, magazines or with imported goods (Bartlett, 2010: 11).

Thus, commodities in the Soviet consumer culture were characterised by the 
prevalence of use value over symbolic value in the official discourse, whereas in 
the second part of the century and in daily life the importance of symbolic function 
became more significant.

ConsumPTion and disTinCTions in ‘Classless’ soCieTy

As already mentioned, Soviet society was a self-proclaimed classless society in 
which the individual had to be ‘firmly embedded into the social collective’ (Gronow, 
2003: 146). According to the principle of collectivism, it was desirable not to stand 
out from the crowd. However, in the second half of the twentieth century a desire to 
be different, to show personal uniqueness, to be differentiated from a group of 
similar people was growing in the Soviet culture, that is, the tendency towards 
individualisation became of greater importance (Kharkhordin, 1999: 13, 337).

Consumption in the Soviet Union held the function of social differentiation. 
Officially, the socialist class system in 1936 was proclaimed to consist of three classes: 
workers, collective farm workers (kolkhozniki) and the intelligentsia. In addition, there 
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was the party nomenclature, which were not distinguished as a separate class but 
were regarded as serving the people and as a ‘part of the people’, although their status 
as consumers was very different. By the Brezhnev era the class system seemed to 
comprise of the two classes only, whereby the intelligentsia no longer belonged to 
a class of their own, but were seen as an ‘extra-class social stratum’ (Chernyshova, 
2013: 106–107). As studies show, the elite, including the party nomenclature, 
enjoyed privileged access to ‘closed’ food stores and also to clothing and furniture 
shops, special spas and hotels, larger apartments, cars and motorcycles, easy access 
to train and plane tickets, and so on (Chernyshova, 2013: 106; Gronow, 2003: 149; 
Tikhomirova, 2010: 285). At the same time, the Soviet elite did not show off their 
luxury and enjoyed it in secret (Bartlett, 2006: 180).

As for the middle class, it was not an emic category of Soviet culture, but an 
analytical tool that was applied to it. Soviet sociologists, when studying social 
structure in the Soviet society, analysed mostly professional and generational 
differences (Gurova, 2014). In the eyes of Western scholars after the 1930s Soviet 
society was gradually becoming more hierarchic and stratified, and the political elite 
was joined by the middle class (Dunham, 1979: 4; Gronow, 2003: 12–13). Sheila 
Fitzpatrick includes non-party Bolsheviks, educated professionals, shock workers, 
artists, scientists, and more, in the category of the Soviet middle class (Fitzpatrick, 
1999: 252–254; Gronow, 1997: 60). Jukka Gronow (1997: 66) argues that only with 
slight exaggeration it could be claimed that only one class existed in the Soviet Union, 
a huge middle class, consisting both of well-to-do workers and educated specialists, 
and the so-called intelligentsia. This middle class escalated in the 1950s and 1960s, 
unifying all those people who had adopted a rather homogeneous conception of the 
‘good life’, with modest material prosperity and a limited number of luxuries (Gurova, 
2015). For instance, in the second half of the century the Soviet middle-class lifestyle 
comprised a one-family apartment, consumer durables, such as a refrigerator and 
a television (Reid, 2002), novel technological appliances, home- and kitchenware 
(Chernyshova, 2013), a summerhouse (Lovell, 2003), sometimes a car (Siegelbaum, 
2008), vacations (Gorsuch, 2011), and the cultural consumption of literature, the 
theatre, cinema, and so on (Stites, 1992).

As for poor citizens, this topic is yet to be uncovered. However, Mervin Matthews 
offers a socioeconomic analysis of poverty in the Soviet Union, which was a well-
hidden phenomenon, using very scarce statistical data and interviews with émigrés, 
and noticing that poverty did not only mean lack of financial resources (60% of the 
budget of the poor went on food), but also lack of social connections and networks 
(Matthews, 1986).

Gender differences were discussed in the context of a ‘gender contract’ in Soviet 
society, which reflects the roles carried out by the genders that were officially 
proclaimed as being equal (Gradskova, 2007). In the Soviet Union, the main roles 
of women were that of a worker and a mother; women as consumers also became 
a legitimised role in the second half of the century. In fact, consumption and 
household labour were naturalised as women’s activities (Reid, 2002: 220). Such 
gender-sensitive issues as beauty and body, fashion and images of femininity were 
discussed in studies from the point of view of specific practices and their changes 
during the Soviet times (see, for instance, Gradskova, 2007, 2011). Masculinity and 
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such consumer practices as alcoholism, drug use, fashion and sex were considered in 
relation to the concept of ‘Soviet manhood’ (Miller, 2013). Other significant forms 
of social distinctions were youth subcultures, among which great attention was given 
to stiliagi, the stylish youth who appeared on the streets of Soviet cities at the end 
of the 1940s to the early 1950s. These were younger people focused on consuming 
Western, mostly American, cultural and material products (Tsipursky, 2013). They 
were defined as ‘youth-as-victims-of-Western-influence’ by the dominant discourses 
and viewed as evidence of Westernisation (Pilkington, 1994: 48). Stiliagi were the 
consumers of the ‘Imaginary West’ – Western music, foreign clothes, creating a mix 
of Soviet and Western imagination (Yurchak, 2008: 175). They also belonged to a 
global movement of counter-cultures whereby the younger generation was searching 
for a new identity after WWII in both socialist and capitalist contexts (Tsipursky, 
2013). Another group that got scholarly attention was the hippies (Risch, 2005).

In sum, despite the fact that Russia was a self-proclaimed classless society, con-
sumption there served as a symbolic means of constructing identity with tendencies 
towards the growth of the middle class, individualisation and the use of consumption 
for self-expression.

Consumer PraCTiCes in everyday liFe

Soviet daily practices and practices of consumption have been topics of great interest 
for scholars (Boym, 1994; Dunham, 1979; Fitzpatrick, 1999; Gerasimova and 
Chuikina, 2009; Golubev and Smolyak, 2013; Gurova, 2009; Lebina, 1999, 2009, 
2014; Ledeneva, 1998; Tikhomirova, 2010). I distinguish consumer practices related 
to the obtaining, use and discarding of consumer goods – this approach is known as 
a study of ‘the cultural biography of things’ (Gurova, 2009, 2015; Smolyak, 2014; 
cf. Kopytoff, 2005).

Firstly, as mentioned above, commodities in Soviet society were not just bought 
but were ‘procured’. Among the practices of obtaining consumer goods from the 
market, queuing was one of the most common (Chapman, 2013b). One could queue 
in a store. There were other types of queues, for instance, an ordinary citizen could 
buy a car by ‘registering on the waiting list at his or her workplace’ (Ivanova, 2013: 
246). In such a way, one could buy furniture or home appliances, and also get an 
apartment from the state. Such queues as the ones for an apartment, a car or for a fur-
niture set could last for several months or years. Queuing was one of the symbols of 
the delay that existed in the Soviet culture between the commodity and the customer 
(Chapman, 2013b: 21). Because of the shortages, ordinary people often went out with 
a so-called ‘just in case’ bag (avos’ka), in case something was available in a store. 
The practice of forced purchase (vynuzhdennaia pokupka) made due to availability 
instead of a consumer’s intention was a typical consumer practice (Gurova, 2014). 
Blat was a significant practice in obtaining goods through social capital – personal 
networks and connections with someone who had access to these goods (Fitzpatrick, 
1999: 78; Lebina, 2014: 132; Ledeneva, 1998). Another common practice was travel-
ling to shop from one city to another where there was better provision – yet another 
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way of overcoming differences in provisions in various areas of the Soviet Union 
(Chernyshova, 2013).

Secondly, do-it-yourself practices, as scholars have proved, were of crucial 
importance in the Soviet Union because of the discrepancy between the needs 
and wants of consumers, on the one hand, and what was offered to them in stores, 
on the other hand. These practices were also widespread because of the nature of 
Soviet commodities that had to be fine-tuned according to the desires of consumers 
(Gerasimova and Chuikina, 2009; Golubev and Smolyak, 2013; Gurova, 2009, 2015; 
Kravets, 2013; Lebina, 2009; Orlova, 2009; Smolyak, 2014; Vasilyeva, 2012; Widdis, 
2009). Discourse on do-it-yourself practices was popular throughout the entire 
Soviet period. Soviet citizens sewed and knitted clothes, prepared canned food that 
they had grown on their allotments, manufactured furniture and repaired technical 
appliances. Although these practices were considered to be ‘home economy’, many 
used resources from their workplace and used their work time to accomplish these 
tasks (Smolyak, 2014; Vasilyeva, 2012). Soviet society has been called by scholars 
the ‘repair society’ because of the proliferation of practices such as the producing, 
repairing, mending and refashioning of material objects. In order to adjust materiality 
to their desires, Soviet people used lots of so-called ‘little tricks’ or improvisations 
known as ‘bricolage’ (Gerasimova and Chuikina, 2009: 68). These tricks revealed 
the multifunctionality of material objects and the ‘practical knowledge’ of Soviet 
people. For instance, Galina Orlova gives an example from a letter from a reader 
published in the magazine Nauka i zhizn’ (Science and Life). This reader ‘discovered 
“new career paths for a fan” and proposed some “straightforward adaptations” to 
broaden an ordinary room fan’s talents by turning it into mixer, electric drill, and a 
grindstone, while also not preventing it from fulfilling its original calling’ (Orlova, 
2009: 80). Such DIY practices challenged oppositions between production and 
consumption, manual and intellectual activities, work and leisure, invention and 
routine (see Kravets, 2013: 429; Vasilyeva, 2012: 28–29). Although reminiscent of 
a pre-modern time, these practices were not considered as a sign of backwardness 
in the Soviet consumer culture, but rather a sign of being modern and progressive. 
Besides being a straight response to institutional constraints, they were commonly 
seen by scholars as practices that worked against the dominant discourse (Widdis, 
2009), as practices of ‘resistance’ to structural conditions (Gurova, 2009) or, instead, 
as ‘acts of self-protection’ because they are focused more on minimising the harm 
to individuals’ everyday lives than on confronting the regime (Shevchenko, 2002: 
163). Olga Kravets notes that this DIY work was ‘not Martha Stewart craft hobby 
as self-actualisation, neither was it a bohemian act of self-expression and/or creative 
resistance, nor purely a practice of austerity driven money saving. Rather, the nature 
of objects (polufabrikat) simply demanded work of re-design and individualisation’ 
(Kravets, 2013: 430). Emma Widdis, however, talks about the pleasure gained from 
making things with one’s own hands, redefining Soviet DIY as a sensory experience 
(Widdis, 2009).

As for the discarding of things, even if the use value was lost, things were sup-
posed almost never to be thrown away in the Soviet consumer culture. They could 
be hoarded and stored in upper shelves of wardrobes, balconies, garages or in sum-
merhouses in case their owner needed them some day. When material objects lost 
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their use or symbolic value they were not sent to a trash can, but instead were trans-
formed into something new with other functions (Gurova, 2009, 2015). For instance, 
as Galina Orlova illustrates:

The frame of an old lampshade can make a fine stand for a soldering iron; an automobile tire, a 
pen for chicks; a holey bucket, a container for root vegetables; a broken soap holder, a clothes 
brush; and a steel spring from a broken piece of upholstered furniture, the moving part of a press 
for photo prints. (Orlova, 2009: 81–82)

disCussion: is sovieT Consumer CulTure a  
ConTradiCTory Term?

The categories ‘consumer culture’ and ‘consumer society’ were not emic categories 
and were rarely used in Soviet society. Nevertheless, scholars applied them, 
sometimes interchangeably, and also utilised other terms. They talk about ‘Soviet 
consumer culture’ (Randall, 2008: 3), ‘a mass consumer society’ (Crowley and Reid, 
2010: 11; Randall, 2008) or even ‘a modern working class consumer society’ 
(Hilton, 2012: 231).

There are three views on how to approach the question about whether Soviet Russia 
could be considered a consumer society. According to the first point of view, Soviet 
Russia can be called a consumer society yet with certain limitations. For instance, if 
the key criterion of belonging to a consumer society is the quantity and quality of the 
produced and purchased goods, the Soviet Union did not constitute a mass consumer 
society since the Soviet consumer purchased only basic, necessary goods (Hessler, 
2004: 229; Hilton, 2012: 269). At the end of the day, it was a culture of shortage that 
required certain consumer strategies of procuring and hoarding rather than one of 
boundless and conspicuous consumption (Reid, 2002: 216).

According to the second point of view, Russian society can undoubtedly be called 
a consumer society or a consumer culture, but ‘not a carbon copy’ of its Western 
counterpart (Reid, 2009: 4). The case of the Soviet Union illustrates an alterna-
tive way of organising modern mass consumption, which is defined by the fact that 
consumer culture in the Soviet Union was not formed by a market, but by the state, 
‘from above’, because the state made decisions about basically everything, includ-
ing even goods’ paper-wrapping and packaging (Gronow, 2003: 8). Nevertheless, 
despite this difference, consumption became an important channel through which 
attributes of modern societies such as individualisation, privatisation, aesthetisation 
of life and commercialisation made their way into Soviet society (cf. Chernyshova, 
2013: 9).

There is another approach in defining a consumer society, which is based on the 
identity of the Soviet person as a consumer. According to this point of view, despite 
the fact that production was a prevalent sphere and professional identity was impor-
tant, Soviet citizens were recognised as consumers. In certain periods the state pro-
moted the identity of a consumer as an important part of the identity of a Soviet 
man. Consumers themselves objectified this status on a daily basis in many ways, for 
instance, when procuring goods, making complaints or participating in black market 
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activities (Bogdanova, 2015; Hilton, 2012: 269; Randall, 2008). The agency of a 
Soviet consumer was especially visible in the practices of the ‘second economy’ and 
the ‘home economy’. Therefore, it is important to acknowledge that the Soviet con-
sumer culture was also constructed ‘from below’.

Another important question is related to periodisation: when the Soviet consumer 
culture emerged. A periodisation of Soviet history has been established, and scholars 
usually focus on a particular period, observing what was happening to consumer cul-
ture at that particular time. There were several significant time points in the evolution 
of the Soviet consumer culture. After 1917 private property was abolished, which, 
along with other reforms, created conditions for a new Soviet consumer culture. In 
the 1920s there was a period when private production and private trade were legal and 
this noticeably affected consumption. The 1930s was the period when a new socialist 
consumer culture was crystallised (Randall, 2008: 14), standards of living changed, 
along with infrastructural transformations (Gronow, 2003: 139). In the 1950s there 
was a ‘consumer turn’, when material, ideological and an economic base for mass 
consumption was created (Crowley and Reid, 2010: 11; Golubev and Smolyak, 2013; 
Reid, 2009; Tikhomirova, 2010: 286). The 1970s was the period of ‘consumer revo-
lution’ and rapid growth in private consumption. The Soviet consumer came of age 
in this decade (Chernyshova, 2013: 1, 3; see also Reid, 2009: 4). In the beginning of 
the 1990s, when private property and a market economy were restored, a new post-
socialist consumer culture emerged.

ConClusion

This chapter has argued that consumer culture is a global phenomenon and has 
emphasised the peculiarities of consumer culture that was formed in socialist times 
in Russia. Russia can serve as a case for further comparative research with other 
consumer cultures formed in countries with non-market economies. A number of 
elements constituting consumer culture were discussed, namely, production, ideology 
of consumption, retail trade, commodities, social structure and consumer practices. 
Looking at these elements from the cultural perspective, we can define the key char-
acteristics of the socialist consumer culture which I summarise further.

The Soviet Union was distinctive in proclaiming the prevalence of production over 
consumption and in the significance of the role of the state vis-à-vis market and con-
sumer demand. Soviet society was called a ‘shortage’ or ‘storage’ society because 
of the limited choice of commodities available for consumers in stores. Shortage 
is a relative term given that along with periods of crisis there were times of relative 
abundance and expanding individual consumption. Soviet society was a mass con-
sumption society. What is peculiar about it is that the state played such a strong role 
in the regulation of mass production and mass consumption. In addition to a planned 
and centralised economy there was a ‘second’ or an informal, semi-legal or illegal 
economy functioning according to the principles of market economics. The state 
often turned a blind eye to such practices because they compensated for the flaws in 
the official socialist market.
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The ideology of consumption transmitted through the dominant official discourse 
was ambivalent. On the one hand, it was critical towards commodity fetishism, phil-
istinism, petty-bourgeois attachment to things and towards inequality expressed 
through material symbols. On the other hand, the idea of increasing material well-
being was immanent to the socialist system. In general, the ideology legitimised 
consumption and was aimed at promoting both abundance and a post-materialistic 
attitude, namely, indifference to material possessions.

The retail trade in the ‘first,’ official economy functioned according to the state 
plans rather than to customers’ demand. The Soviet consumer market can be called a 
‘seller’s market’ with the sales worker, who had access to the goods, being the domi-
nant person in the hierarchy when compared to the consumer. This market produced 
a culture of selling where the consumer was the one who had to make an effort in 
order to get the goods. As a result, the culture of selling was characterised by sales 
workers’ lack of attention to their customers, boorishness and a lack of friendliness. 
However, consumers had their own weapon against the sales worker and could com-
plain. Through such complaints their agency was expressed. Shopping in a socialist 
consumer culture was not seen in terms of a leisure pursuit, although pleasure could 
come with obtained goods.

Commodities were officially valued for their use rather than for symbolic reasons, 
which affected the aesthetics of commodities and the ways of exhibiting and adver-
tising them. The window displays were utilitarian and were supposed to inform and 
educate a customer about new goods rather than to seduce them. Advertising had the 
didactic purpose of publicising and elevating the regime’s achievements, and also of 
informing consumers about novelties and how to properly use them. Nevertheless, 
many of the marketing strategies which were applied by retailers were similar to the 
ones used in market-driven consumer cultures. The difference was in the interpreta-
tions that in Soviet consumer culture were related to state policy.

Despite being a self-proclaimed classless society and disregarding the symbolic 
value of things, consumption became a means of producing sociocultural distinctions. 
It distinguished people of different classes, genders, generations, subcultures, etc. The 
differences were reflected in privileged access to particular stores, in commodities 
serving as signs of differences and in practices of consumption. The evolution of the 
class structure was reflected in individualisation and the rise of the role of consump-
tion in identity formation.

Due to the difficult access to commodities and their characteristics, DIY practices 
were important coping strategies and ways of satisfying the wants and desires of 
Soviet consumers. These practices, aimed at prolonging the lifecycle of things, also 
served to express agency and as ways of adjusting the material environment of the 
Soviet society to consumers’ desires and fantasies. Therefore, Soviet consumer cul-
ture was formed not only by the state, ‘from above’; ordinary consumers were also 
active agents in constructing it ‘from below’.

In sum, Soviet consumption is yet to be put in a global context in consumer culture 
studies. The potential could have various comparisons, between consumer culture in 
market and non-market economies or between post-socialist countries and in differ-
ent historical periods, for instance, in socialist and post-socialist Russia. Some topi-
cal areas still have gaps, for instance, the consumption of food and its regulation or 
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the evolution of retail formats in the second half of the twentieth century. Phenomena 
such as DIY-culture and its relation to today’s practices of sustainable consumption 
have been gaining academic attention recently. Sensorial and technological elements 
of the socialist consumer culture are also topical areas of current research.
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New Urbanism, 

 Post-nationalism and 
Consumerist Modernity in India

Sanjay  Sr ivastava

inTroduCTion

This chapter seeks to explore the making of contemporary consumer cultures in India 
through exploring new forms of urbanism and the changing nature of relationships 
between the state, citizens and capital that characterize contemporary urban develop-
ments. It suggests that the reformulation of relationships between the state, citizens 
and private capital, in turn, fuels the rise of new consumer cultures through normal-
izing it as self-making. Scholars of India have argued that the relationship between 
the people and the state has been fundamental to providing insights into post-colonial 
Indian subjectivity (Fuller and Bénéï 2000; Gupta 1998). This chapter points to an 
uncoupling of this relationship, and suggests that new urban developments allow us 
to see how the ‘the constant reference made to the state as a single, cohesive appara-
tus’ (Gupta 2012: 33) is undone, thereby leading to an understanding of the relation-
ship between structural change and individual desires.1

Within European foundational theories of the state, and subsequently in post-
colonial contexts, the state has been imagined as the space and the process that has 
banished lawlessness and wilderness through – as Max Weber famously put it –  
gaining the ‘monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force in the enforcement of 
its order’ (quoted in Das and Poole 2004: 7). The general neglect of the state in social 
science disciplines beyond political science has, Fuller and Harriss (2000) suggest, 
‘contributed to the tendency in scholarship on the state to reproduce the Weberian 
argument that formal legal rationality eclipses substantive cultural factors, so that all 
modern states are substantially the same’ (Fuller and Harriss 2000: 2). However, as 
Fuller and Harriss go on to suggest, the state is nowhere as bounded as is imagined 
and is open to historical influences that transform it as well as the society that exists 
beyond it. With regard to the present discussion, after India gained independence 
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from colonial rule in 1947, there was significant support for instituting a centralized 
planning regime with overwhelming emphasis on industrial production and the need 
to curb consumerist activities in the interest of ‘nation-building’.

I have outlined these perspectives on the state as not only do they have consid-
erable currency in India-related scholarship but also provide the background to 
the discussion of this chapter. In the sections that follow, I introduce two specific  
concepts – ‘post-nationalism’ and ‘moral consumption’ – that, I suggest, illuminate 
crucial contexts of new forms of urbanism in India as well as changes in the form 
of the state, which, in turn, have led to a consumerist turn in Indian society. My 
focus is on the privately developed DLF City – built by the Delhi Land and Finance  
company – located in the district of Gurgaon that borders Delhi. Gurgaon is in the 
state of Haryana and is located immediately south of the national capital. Gurgaon, 
along with Delhi, is part of an area referred to as the National Capital Region (NCR; 
population approximately 22 million).2 According to one report, the areas fall-
ing under the recently (2008) constituted Municipal Corporation of Gurgaon (that 
includes DLF City as well as several other privately developed residential enclaves) 
contained around 1.2 million persons. However, residents’ groups (known locally as 
Residents’ Welfare Associations or RWAs) dispute this estimate, claiming the true 
figure to be closer to 2 million. The RWAs suggested that the actual figure had been 
suppressed so that the Corporation did not have to make provision for the actual num-
ber of residents (Ahuja 2010: 4; for a detailed discussion of RWAs and urban politics, 
see Kamath and Vijayabaskar 2009).

PosT-naTionalism

In this section, I provide a discussion of the first of the two concepts I wish to employ 
as connecting threads between the different ethnographic contexts, viz., post-nation-
alism. Through this term, I seek to focus upon the changing nature of the relationship 
between citizens and the state in order to present the relationship as a complex site 
of new attitudes towards consumption. The discussion implicitly argues that a fuller 
understanding of consumerist activity in the Indian context must concurrently 
engage with its sites and processes of production.

The term post-national does not mean to imply that the nation-state is insignificant 
as a context of analysis, or that we now live in a ‘post-patriotic’ age where the most 
significant units of analysis are certain ‘postnational social formations’ (Appadurai 
1993: 411) – such as Non-Government Organizations (NGOs) – that putatively prob-
lematize nationalist and statist perspectives. Further, my deployment is also different 
from another recent usage. Here, it is posited as ‘a distinct ethico-political horizon 
and a position of critique’ and a concept ‘that can be instantiated by suspending the 
idea of the nation as a prior theoretical-political horizon, and thinking through its 
impossibility, even while located uncomfortably within its bounds’ (de Alwis et al. 
2009: 35). Post-nationalism, in my usage, is the articulation of the nationalist emotion 
with the robust desires engendered through new practices of consumerism and their 
associated cultures of privatization and individuation. A fruitful way of approaching 
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the topic – and providing concrete illustrative examples – is through a brief explora-
tion of the contemporary politics of urban spaces in Delhi.

In 1999, soon after being elected to office, Delhi’s erstwhile Chief Minister, 
Sheila Dikshit, ‘called for an active participation of Residents Welfare Associations 
in governance’. The rationale for this was the ‘failure’ of ‘civic agencies’ to carry 
out their normal tasks. The Chief Minister’s Secretary noted that the call to actively 
involve RWAs in urban governance heralded a new era, marking as it did ‘the first 
step towards a responsive management of the city’ (Ojha 1999). Positing a dis-
tinction between the state and the community, the Secretary further noted that the 
‘failure’ of ‘civic agencies’ meant that ‘it’s really time for the community to be 
given direct control of managing the affairs of the city’ (ibid.). Subsequently, the 
government decided to ‘empower’ RWAs to ‘take certain decisions on their own’. It 
was proposed that RWAs be given control over the management of resources such as 
parks, community halls, parking places, sanitation facilities and local roads. A more 
direct relationship between the state and RWAs was also mooted through the idea of 
joint surveys of ‘encroached’ land – that is, land that had been ‘illegally’ occupied, 
usually by slum-dwellers – with the possibility that all illegal structures would ‘then 
be demolished in a non-discriminatory manner’. Finally, it was proposed that RWAs 
be allowed to impose fines on government agencies which failed to carry out their 
assigned tasks.

In 2005, the Delhi state government announced that it would raise the electricity 
tariff by 10 per cent. The Delhi Residents Welfare Association Joint Front (RWAJF) 
was formed in the same year in order to protest against the measure. The Front con-
sisted of 195 separate member RWAs from around the city. The increase in power 
rates for domestic consumers was the second one since the state-owned electricity 
body was ‘unbundled’ in June 2002 as part of power sector ‘reforms’. As a result, 
three privately owned companies secured contracts for electricity distribution (Sethi 
2005: 4).3

There was vigorous protest over the price rise and, in addition to the RWAJF, NGOs 
such as People’s Action, and another group known as Campaign Against Power Tariff 
Hike (CAPTH) joined the campaign. Individual RWAs asked their members to refuse 
payment of the extra amount, while RWAJF lobbied the government, and organized 
city-wide protests. The protests gained wide coverage in both the print and elec-
tronic media, and, echoing Gandhian anti-colonial strategies, the organizers were 
reported to have deployed ‘the ideas of “civil disobedience” and “people’s power”’ 
(Sethi 2005: 5). Indeed, the parallels sought to be drawn between the Gandhian anti-
colonial moment and the present times were even more explicit with the Convener 
of the RWAJF referring to the protests as ‘non-violent Satyagraha’ (Sirari 2006: 5). 
‘Satyagrah’, made up of two words ‘satya’ (truth) and ‘agrah’ (insistence), was used 
by Mahatma Gandhi to refer to non-violent resistance in his struggle against colonial 
rule. Eventually, the Delhi government backed down and the price rise was shelved. 
According to Sanjay Kaul, President of the People’s Action NGO, the success of the 
protest heralded the making of a ‘middle-class revolution’ (ibid., emphasis added). 
Kaul is one of many who had re-discovered and deployed anti-colonial vocabulary 
on behalf of the ‘people’ at a time when the colonial era itself has become part of the 
sphere of mass consumption. In the wake of the 2011 anti-corruption movement led 
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by social worker Anna Hazare, yoga guru Swami Ramdev invoked ‘Gandhi in calling 
for a “satyagrah against corruption”’ (Copeman and Ikegame 2012: 318).

The circulation of the ideas of ‘civil disobedience’, ‘Satyagrah’ and ‘revolution’, 
and the consolidation of the notion of a ‘people’ contesting the state occur in a con-
text that might be called post-national. By this, I mean a situation where the origi-
nal moral frisson of these terms – provided by anti-colonial sentiment – no longer 
holds. Indeed, in an era of post-Nehruvian economic liberalization characterized by 
consumerist modernity (Fernandes 2006; Mazzarella 2003; Osella and Osella 2009), 
the moral universe of the anti-colonial struggle is no longer part of popular public 
discourse. In fact, what might be called ‘colonial ambience’ is the stuff of popular 
marketing strategies. So, the Spencer’s department store in DLF City outlines its his-
tory through a series of billboard-sized sepia photographs placed at the entrance (see 
Srivastava 2012). The photographs – of fashionable European women shopping for 
fine goods at Spencer’s stores – are from the colonial period and represent an efflores-
cence of colonial chic in the Indian public sphere. Other contiguous sites include the 
five-star Imperial Hotel in central Delhi liberally decorated with the ‘Delhi Durbar’ 
series of photographs (consisting of images from a 1911 ceremony held in Delhi to 
commemorate the coronation of King George V), and themed restaurants such as 
‘Days of the Raj’ and ‘Sola Topee’, also in Delhi.

Within this new context, the earlier emphases on the ethics of ‘saving’ and delayed 
gratification for the ‘national good’ (Fernandes 2006; Roy 2007) – that were indis-
pensable ideological accompaniments to ‘civil disobedience’ and ‘satyagrah’ and 
also sought to foreground the significance of production of industrial goods and 
capacities that characterized the Nehruvian era – do not find any resonance in con-
temporary popular discourses on the role of the state. As I have noted above, the term 
‘post-national’ does not mean to imply that the nation-state is insignificant as a con-
text of analysis. But rather, it refers to the new ways in which the nation-state relates 
to citizens, the contexts within which it relates to different fractions of citizens, and 
the manner in which it relates to capital.

In light of the above, and to preempt an aspect of my discussion, there appears to 
be in train a process of rethinking the state (Kamat 2004) such that it is increasingly 
imagined as a ‘friend’ of the middle-classes. The post-colonial state in India has most 
significantly been imagined as a benefactor of the poor, with ‘development’ as its 
most significant policy focus. Indeed, the ‘development’ focus of the state has been 
a defining feature of perceptions of post-coloniality itself (Chatterjee 1993; Gupta 
1998). As Akhil Gupta (1998) points out, ‘development became the chief “reason 
of state” in independent India’ (Gupta 1998: 107). Investment in ‘heavy industry’ 
was, further, seen to be an important aspect of postcolonial development (Roy 2007) 
and this, in turn, led to a perception of the state as pro-industrialisation and anti- 
consumption. RWA activity such as that discussed above has become a site for the 
reformulation of these historically well entrenched notions of the state and its rela-
tionships with different class fractions. These neighborhood and city-level activities 
unfold in tandem with the broad national thrust towards ‘de-regulating’ the economy 
(Derné 2008; Guha 2009), including a shrinking public sector and easy loans for con-
sumer purchases. It is this that I refer to as characteristic of post-nationalism, Which, 
in turn, forms the grounds for the consolidation of new cultures of consumerism.
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One of the most significant ways in which the post-national moment resonates 
within the politics of urban space concerns the repositioning of the language of anti-
colonial nationalism from the national sphere to the suburban one. This, in turn, also 
indexes the move from the idea of the ‘national’ family to the nuclear (gated) one, 
and, the translation of the notion of nationalist solidarity to (middle-)class solidarity. 
Recent scholarship (Baviskar and Ray 2011; Heiman, Freeman and Leichty 2012; 
Upadhya 2008) has fruitfully outlined the connection between the growth of ‘new 
middle-classes’ in the non-Western world and the consolidation of cultures of con-
sumerism. The discussion of this chapter builds upon these works.

CreaTing dlF CiTy: sTaTe ConTrol To ConsumerisT uToPia

The 3500-acre DLF City has been developed by the Delhi Land and Finance (DLF) 
corporation, India’s largest real estate company. It is located south of Delhi, imme-
diately across the border, in the Gurgaon district of the state of Haryana. Beginning 
in the mid-1980s, the City was constructed by the DLF corporation and is regarded 
in both scholarly (Dupont 2005; King 2004) as well as popular writing (Jain 2001) 
as a significant site for the making of contemporary cultures of trans-national urban-
ism in India.

The Delhi Land Finance company was established in 1946 by Chaudhury 
Raghvendra Singh, a civil servant and landowner belonging to the agricultural caste 
of Jats (his caste affiliation was, as I point out below, important in the context of 
DLF’s business success). Until the mid-1950s, DLF had a significant presence in 
the private real estate market in Delhi. The key aspect of its business strategy was its 
ability to both surmount as well as manipulate the extraordinary layers of land and 
‘planning’ regulations instituted by the colonial state (see, for example, Hoshagrahar 
2007; Legg 2007). The background to this lay in the control the state exercised over 
vast tracts of the so-called Nazul lands, viz., ‘the Delhi Crown lands’ (Gazetteer of 
Rural Delhi 1987) that the colonial government claimed as its own through repre-
senting itself as the legitimate successor to the displaced Mughal empire. Given the 
state’s monopoly over land ownership, private interests in the real estate business 
such as DLF had two ways of acquiring property for their commercial activities: buy-
ing from large land-holders (Zamindars) whose properties escaped the Nazul regula-
tions, or acquiring lands falling under the Nazul areas through negotiation with the 
Delhi Improvement Trust (DIT) that was established in 1937 (DIT Administrative 
Report 1941; see also Legg 2007). ‘Slum clearance’ was the Trust’s main objective. 
This was formulated through ‘adjustments’ to ‘European, liberal, welfare policies to 
the colonial context’ (Legg 2007: 191).

By 1949, DLF had developed some of the earliest residential localities in Delhi 
such as Krishna Nagar in East Delhi (Srivastava 2015). The social imaginary that 
DLF sought to conjure for its localities was one animated by a curious mixture of 
American and British stylistic references. Figure 8.1 shows a DLF advertisement 
from 1955 for some of its key projects in Delhi. Here, in a city still pock-marked by 
the scars of the post-Partition trauma related to the creation of India and Pakistan 
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(1947) and regulated by the dicta of the DIT Building Manual, is a vision of joyful car-
toonish intensity. A man-about-town preens near a fountain in North-West Delhi, an 
insouciant young couple goes boating in North Delhi, a Hollywood starlet-like figure 
prepares to descend into a swimming-pool in West Delhi, an ‘Oxford’ Don welcomes 
a school-boy in South Delhi, and a prosperous elderly couple surveys manicured 
domains in Central-South Delhi. It is a fantasy of post-partition Utopia wrenched 
from the ascetic reaches of the Five-Year Plan state, and distant from the messianic – 
‘slum-clearing’ – gaze of the Delhi Improvement Trust. There is striking continuity 

Figure 8.1 dlF advertisement, 1955

Source: Delhi State Archives, Delhi
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of aspirational themes between mid-twentieth-century advertisements such as these, 
and the ones for twenty-first century gated residential communities that show images 
of ‘modern’ men and women jogging on private tracks, swimming in private pools, 
and enjoying privatized educational facilities. Real estate developments in India have 
been a prime site for the making of the citizen-consumer and the current phase of 
middle-class ‘activism’, in the shape of Resident’s Welfare Associations (RWAs), 
also owes much to urban spatial transformations initiated by companies such as DLF, 
which gained ground in the wake of economic liberalization policies put in train by 
the Congress party through its New Industrial Policy in 1991 (see, for example, Dutta 
2004; Sengupta 2008).

The soi-disant dreams of an alternative spatial modernity – marked by swimming 
pools and buxom beauties, lakes and carefree couples, ‘flower bedecked’ roads and 
their patrician crowds – came to end, however, in 1957. For, following a highly criti-
cal report of an inquiry into the functioning of the DIT published in 1951, the post-
colonial state promulgated The Delhi (Control of Building Operations) Ordinance of 
1955, leading to the establishment of the Delhi Development Provisional Authority. 
The Provisional Authority was, in turn, succeeded by the Delhi Development 
Authority (DDA) in 1957.4 The new Authority not only inherited the monopolistic 
ownership of land enjoyed by its predecessor, but also extended it. This meant that 
even those limited avenues of land acquisition open to private developers were now 
closed off. Even ‘while the DDA was in the process of preparing a Master Plan for 
the city, the government announced a freeze on all vacant undeveloped land within 
the urbanizable limits’ (Dasappa Kacker 2005: 72). And, ‘Establishing itself as the 
sole agency legally authorized to develop and dispose of land, the State left little, or 
no role for the private land developer’ (Dasappa Kacker 2005: 72).

After the curtailment of its real estate business, the DLF corporation undertook a 
series of other unsuccessful commercial ventures. From the early 1980s, however, 
it re-focused attention to land and, under a new generation of family leadership (the 
founder’s son-in-law, K.P. Singh), the company began to acquire land in Gurgaon in the 
bordering state of Haryana. Singh convinced village landlords to sell their tracts at low 
rates, invoking a shared caste identity and appealing to them as caste-brethren. After 
some initial uncertainty, DLF’s townships, gated communities and office complexes 
proved an unprecedented success. The corporation managed to combine corporatist 
ambition with state patronage and communal bonds, and peasant cultural economy paid 
rich dividends, while by the mid-1980s, DLF had acquired some 3500 acres of land in 
Gurgaon – much of it on credit, with promises to pay later – and was ready to transform 
the rural hinterland into, as its publicity later proclaimed, the ‘Millennium City’.

Fields of green have, within the space of some three decades, turned into spaces 
of global commerce and local habitation fueled by changes in the economy since 
the mid-1990s. One of the most significant of these – spurred by new urbanism and 
constituting a fundamental stimulant to consumerist activity – has been the rapid 
expansion of the retail banking sector and the relative ease of obtaining home loans. 
Aggressive market forays by both state-owned and new private entrants (including 
foreign banks) sought to target ‘young and highly educated professionals who began 
their careers through the 1980s, [but] could not afford to own their own homes’ 
(Khanna 2007: 107).
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DLF City is famous for its shopping malls and gated residential communities. The 
different sections or ‘phases’ – there are currently five – of DLF City are located 
in ‘sectors’ designated by the state-run Haryana Urban Development Authority 
(HUDA). Phases I, II and III mainly consist of independent houses built on plots pur-
chased from DLF, and semi-detached bungalows built and sold by it. In Phase III, the 
‘White Town Houses’ are grouped around narrow streets with mock-Victorian street 
lighting, whereas in other areas the design of the independent houses has been bor-
rowed from the wildest reaches of imaginations made joyous at the thought of own-
ing a house of one’s own. Near Silver Oaks Apartments (the first gated condominium 
built by DLF) in Phase I, there is a large house built in a neo-Gothic style which is 
quite near another with a façade of a traditional Indian mansion, the Haveli. Nearby, 
just beyond DLF Phase IV, there is an art gallery – whose exhibitions come from 
the private collection of an industrialist – that is housed in a startling (and recently 
finished) building that is designed like a massive rusting monolith, its exterior clad in 
metal and interiors fashioned to give an ‘industrial’ feel. Almost opposite this build-
ing is an under-construction hotel in red and pink sandstone that is a combination of 
Doric columns and ‘Indo-Saracenic’ balconies and cupolas. Next to the art gallery 
is a building that houses the offices of the white goods manufacturer, Whirlpool, 
with a glass frontage that is a cross between a space ship and a see-through washing 
machine.

Traffic in the locality flows along several main (‘sector’) roads and their tribu-
taries, part of the infrastructure that has been constructed through a scheme of  
‘private-public partnership’, an arrangement that finds increasing favor in the mak-
ing of public spaces in the wake of a broader proliferation of discourses of choice 
that are significant aspects of consumer culture.5 Beyond DLF City, there are other 
significant areas of private real estate developments in Gurgaon which also consist 
primarily of gated residential enclaves. These carry names such as Nirvana Country, 
Aspen Greens, Birch Court, the Close, Nile Apartments (based on an ‘Egyptian’  
theme) and The Mansionz (bungalows in ‘French style). In DLF City itself there are 
gated communities with names such as Hamilton Court, Birmingham Apartments 
and Windsor Court.

sPaCes oF Consumerism

Gated communities such as those in Gurgaon are being constructed across 300 
Indian cities and such topographical transformations are accompanied by broader 
discursive shifts regarding family life, state, nation and citizenship (see Landman and 
Schönteich (2002) for South Africa, Pow (2007) for China, and Geniş (2007) for 
Turkey). That is to say, the spatial transformations that characterize new urbanism 
are also contexts of discourses about a new self. In this case, ideas of the entrepre-
neurial self (Gooptu 2013) – ensconced within spaces made by entrepreneurial 
urbanism – help to consolidate attitudes towards consumerism as self-making. In this 
context, gated communities in India have also created a specific relationship between 
gender, consumerism, domesticity and ‘the morality of the market’ (Rudnyckyj and 
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Osella 2017). I will here discuss some specific aspects that address my attempts to 
outline why post-nationalism and moral consumption (the latter outlined in the next 
section) are useful in thinking about new urbanism in India and, in turn, about rela-
tionships between consumerism, the home and the world.

Spaces and consumerism might be examined through contrasting the mammoth 
urban transformations currently underway in the contexts described above with 
another similar experiment during mid-twentieth century, viz., the construction of 
‘steel towns’ by the post-colonial state. A comparison between contemporary – 
 private – spatial transformations and mid-twentieth-century state-sponsored ones 
points to significant shifts in the imagination that conjures the ‘ideal’ citizen and ‘his’ 
(sic) relationship to the state. It also tells us something about the changing nature of 
thinking on consumerism and self-making.

From the late 1950s, the Indian state undertook the construction of a number of 
industrial townships in different – usually economically underdeveloped – areas of 
the country that were intended to be ‘exemplary national spaces of the new India’ 
(Roy 2007: 134). Located within the larger framework of centralized economic 
development (most significantly manifested through the Russian-inspired Five Year 
Plans for economic development), the townships were the state’s attempts at post-
colonial modernity where the modern citizen would work and live in an environment 
that ‘proclaimed the birth of the sovereign nation’ (Roy 2007: 138). Hence, ‘apart 
from innovations in urban design’ (Roy 2007: 143), the thinking behind steel towns 
also addressed itself to the possibilities of engineering new ‘forms of subjectivities, 
practices, and social relations’ (Roy 2007: 143) that would distinguish these settle-
ments from the ‘backwardness’ of their immediate localities, as well as the ‘stasis’ 
afflicting national life: they were to be the spatialized models of a new national cul-
ture. The townships of Rourkela (Orissa state), Bhilai (Madhya Pradesh), Durgapur 
(West Bengal) and Bokaro (Bihar) thus came into being. In subsequent years, as Roy 
also points out, steel towns did not live up to the promise of sovereign modernity that 
was imposed upon them, but that is another story. Of greater relevance here are the 
unfolding narratives of citizenship, the state and capital that link them to the contem-
porary spatial transformations of a similar – or greater – magnitude. However, while 
both steel towns and contemporary gated communities might be located within the 
discursive promises of a ‘new India’, there are significant differences in the nature of 
the new in each instance. These differences also tells us something about the shifting 
relationship between national and global cultural and political economies, and the 
changing senses of being Indian. They also point to the distinction I wish to posit 
between the ‘post-colonial’ and the ‘post-national’.

Most significant is the post-colonial nationalist project of producing modern 
citizens within steel towns related to external spaces – such as town planning, 
streetscape and design of shopping spaces – through which residents were expected 
to pass. Surrounded by well delineated areas for industrial activity, ‘shops, schools, 
parks, and entertainment centres’ (Roy 2007: 142), the citizen was to absorb the 
spatial geometry, transforming it into a personal discipline across a number of areas 
of social life such as democratic engagement, secular belief and industrial work prac-
tice. The belief that spaces mold human characteristics has a relatively well estab-
lished history in the annals of Indian modernity (see, for example, Srivastava 1998). 



new urbanism,  post-nationalism and Consumerist modernity in india 133

Discourses of transformation surrounding contemporary gated communities, on the 
other hand, shift the focus to internal spaces. So, gated communities are presented as 
effecting transformations that significantly relate to domestic (kitchens, dining areas, 
bedrooms, etc.) aspects of urban living. Intimate spaces are more directly addressed, 
locating, as it were, the domestic sphere as the indispensable grounds for the making 
of a global Indian modernity (Figure 8.2 shows a representative advertisement for a 
gated enclave in Gurgaon). The internal life of the household is one that is populated 
by goods and commodities and it is these that are imagined to determine contem-
porary subjectivity. So, whereas steel towns established relationships between the 
individual and the nation-state through seeking to locate the former within the sym-
bolic and concrete infrastructure of the latter, gated enclaves produce relationships 
between individuals and commodities. In this way, the public exhibition of intimate 
spaces indexes an era where contemporary dreams of modernity are inextricably 
linked to cultures of consumerism. Hence, gated enclaves posit a model of post-
national citizenship that constitutes a particular gloss on the relationship between the 
state and its citizens against the backdrop of transnational consumerist modernity. 
The movement from post-colonial to post-national projects of citizenship also posits 
the journey from the ‘citizen-worker’ (Roy 2007) to the consumer-citizen (Fernandes 
2006), just as it does from the spaces of national identity to those of suburban and 
domestic ones.

Further, unlike steel towns, it is no longer Indian and foreign nation-states which 
contribute to spatial transformations that are the putative sites of revolutions in per-
sonality and culture.6 Rather, it is the relationship between the state, citizens and 
various forms of capital – national and global – that is seen to be fundamental to the 
task of re-making national life.

Figure 8.2 advertisement for a gated residential enclave

Source: Times of India, 20 September, 2011
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CreaTing a PeoPle: moral ConsumPTion

The emergence of the domestic sphere as the site of a new national (or, rather, in 
terms of this discussion, post-national) identity relates, as implied above, to newer 
models of family life. This derives significant impetus from narratives of consumer-
ism and the ‘social life of things’ (Appadurai 1988). What is the family ‘type’ that is 
being imagined through the focus upon domestic spaces as the new crucibles of 
national identity? Sociologist Patricia’s Uberoi’s (2008) discussion of Indian ‘bridal 
magazines’ provides a useful entry into this topic. The magazines Uberoi takes up 
for discussion were mostly launched in the mid-1990s and address an imagined high-
income consumer, not unlike occupants of an up-market gated community. The fol-
lowing quote from an editorial in the inaugural (1997) issue of the Bride and Home 
magazine captures the social terrain that bridal magazines inhabit, and also allows 
us, via Uberoi’s discussion, to think about the discourses of domesticity in a new 
context of consumer culture:

Arranging a wedding in India [the editorial says] has traditionally been a family affair, and so it 
should remain; but it is to offer choice that Bride and Home steps in and gives young couples a 
freedom to partake in the most important decision of their lives: marriage. (Uberoi 2008: 239)

Bridal magazines such as Bride and Home, Uberoi says, seek to address young 
women through the consumerist trope of ‘choice’ in a social context ‘where descent, 
succession and inheritance are in the male line; post-marital residence is “patrivirilo-
cal” … and authority resides with the senior males of the family or lineage’ (Uberoi 
2008: 245). And yet, within all this is the idea that the ‘modern’ form of marriage 
and domesticity – a modernity defined through an association with goods and ser-
vices (including those of ‘marriage planners’) – is a key moment in the making of 
modern Indian identity. How then to address the tension between older (and very 
real) structures of power and the apparent promise of consumerism-led liberation? 
Here, Uberoi suggests, the domestic sphere becomes a site of ‘adjustment’ to 
changes on a broader scale: it is a place ‘of the consolidation of this new, cosmopoli-
tan culture of Indian kinship and marriage, which is self-consciously both “modern” 
and “ethnic”’ (2008: 245). Applying this insight to the present discussion, we might 
say that contemporary domestic-nationalism conjures a family type based around a 
‘couple’ whose modernity is based around its ‘freedom’ to make choices about the 
goods it might consume rather than, say, ‘spousal choice’ (Uberoi 2008: 241). That 
is, the emerging politics of domesticity – one that gathers around the spaces of the 
gated community as well as ideas of intimacy and marriage conjured by Bride and 
Home – consists of reformulations and reinstitutions of older structures of power in 
a new era of post-national consumerist modernity.

This is the appropriate point in the discussion to introduce the second concept I 
wish to utilize in order to understand new urbanism in India, viz., moral consump-
tion. I will also gesture at the relationship between moral consumption and post-
nationalism within this context. The making of moral consumption (and a ‘moral 
middle class’) is, as I have argued elsewhere a context ‘where the active participa-
tion in consumerism is accompanied by an anxiety about it and its relationship to 
‘Indianness’ (Srivastava 2011: 381). Moral consumption, in my usage, refers to the 
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context in which consumerist activity is accompanied by explicit and implicit dis-
courses of the possibility of exercising control over it. This is very different from 
viewing it as a threat to established ways of life (van Wessel 2004). Hence, recent 
contexts of consumerism indicate that the long-standing Indian cultural discourses of 
the sacrificing and nurturing mother that actively proscribe ‘indulgent’ consumption 
(see, for example, Donner 2011) can be encompassed within acts of consumerism 
by women. I will provide two examples to illustrate my argument. The first of these 
concerns the Akshardham Temple (AT) complex in Delhi. The Temple complex was 
opened in 2005 and is in the nature of a religious theme park. The complex is owned 
by the Hindu Swaminarayan sect, founded in the late eighteenth century. The sect 
has a global following and has become, as Dwyer (2004) points out, ‘the dominant 
form of trans national Gujarati Hinduism’ (2004: 181). Many of the design principles 
within the complex are based on North American theme parks such as Disneyland 
and the Hollywood-inspired Universal Studios site (Brosius 2010; Srivastava 2011). 
Unlike many other public spaces in India, women make up a very substantial por-
tion of visitors to the AT complex. Women visitors to the complex move seamlessly 
between playing consumers and devoutly religious persons precisely because the 
same space provides opportunities for both consumerism and religiosity (Srivastava 
2011). That is to say, the (masculine) anxiety over female consumerism – signify-
ing a form of autonomy – are ‘assuaged’ through a process of moral consumption 
whereby women take part in hyper-consumerism and are also able to withdraw to the 
realms of religiosity. And, though each realm is interpenetrative, each is imagined as 
separate. Hence:

The making of a moral middle class, one that has control over the processes of consumption, and 
hence modernity, is, in fact, located in the processes of (surplus) consumption itself. For it is only 
through consumption that one can demonstrate mastery over it. So, one consumes a wide variety 
of products of contemporary capitalism — IMAX cinema, the Disneyfied boat ride, Akshardham 
baseball caps — in combination with ‘spiritual’ goods such as religion and nationalism. What 
differentiates the moral middle class from others is its capacity to take part in these diverse forms 
of consumption, whereas a more ‘de-racinated’ (or ‘Westernized’) middle class might only be able 
to consume the products of capitalism. (Srivastava 2011: 381, original emphases)

For my second example of moral consumption in the context of contemporary urban-
ism, I return to the gated communities of Gurgaon. Within gated communities  – 
where the ‘street’ is not the street, and, for precisely that reason, is a site of intense 
middle-class activity – women can be both the guardian of tradition and take part in 
the sexualized presentations of the self, rather than having to choose between the 
two, as feminist scholarship describes the choices forced upon women (Phadke 
2007). So, while on the occasion of the Hindu festival of Karva-Chauth, women 
dressed in elaborate traditional clothing pray for their husbands’ welfare, within a 
few hours of having performed the ritual they can also be found pacing the condo-
minium grounds on their exercise rounds in skin-hugging clothing. And, unlike the 
constraints placed on women at public celebrations of Holi (the festival of splashing 
colored water; see Cohen (1995) on the gendered nature of Holi), at the Bacardi-
sponsored Holi celebrations at one of the gated communities, men and women dance 
together to Bollywood songs on an open-air stage. Consumerism here is the grounds 
for the making of a moral middle class within which women perceive that they are 
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not ‘determined’ by modernity, but are able to take part in it and return home to 
‘tradition’ when required. Post-national consumerism provides the grounds for the 
making of moral consumption: for one must take vigorous part in consumerism in 
order to display one’s ability to withdraw from it. One must display modernity to 
remain traditional. The relationship between post-nationalism, moral consumption 
and the new urban spaces of gated communities also speaks to the long history of 
anxiety about the public woman through the question: how can the public woman 
belong both to the world as well as the home?

PosT-naTionalism and iTs CiTizens

In the discussion above, I have gestured at the relationship between the cultural and 
political economies of contemporary capitalism and urbanism that, in the Indian case, 
have specific spatial dimensions. There are two other aspects to the post-national 
moment that can be illustrated through examples of the politics of urban spaces. The 
first concerns the accumulating discourse on ‘village India’. The ‘imperial construct’ 
of ‘village India’ (Inden 1992) has found a new life through contemporary consumer 
culture. Through a number of contexts, the Indian village has become a significant site 
of the urban middle-class imagination. So, discourses of leisure, aesthetics, spiritual-
ity, health, and housing – among others – draw upon romanticized images of ‘village 
India’; there are purpose-built ‘ethnic villages’ to experience ‘authentic’ rural food 
and entertainment (Nayar 2006), ‘living museums’ to watch ‘tribals’ producing handi-
crafts (Greenough 1995), clothing designed to reflect rural exuberance, and gated 
enclaves that promise rural idyll (Dupont 2005). The earlier colonial and anthropo-
logical preoccupation with ‘village India’ has, more recently, been transformed into 
newer enterprises of the middle-class imagination. A significant consequence of the 
middle-class idealization of the ‘rural’ manifests in the hostility towards ‘debased’ 
villagers: the urban working classes and slum-dwellers who do not fulfill their voca-
tion as material for the urban imagination. The slum-dwellers are, in this sense, 
‘improper’ and ‘inauthentic’ villagers, out of place, threats to civic life, and hence, not 
deserving of sympathy. Hence, the slum is not so much ‘the reinvented “compassion-
ate” village’ (as Ashis Nandy (2001) suggests), as the site of an urban anger at the 
dismantling of its rural imaginary that is embedded within consumerist modernity.

Second, there is in train a process whereby capital actively produces its own 
citizens – consumer-citizens – such that the notion of separate and autonomous 
spheres of the state, citizens and capital becomes untenable. What we are left with, 
in fact, is a simulacrum (Baudrillard 1988) of separate spheres. Despite official 
regulations, many of the privately developed localities in Gurgaon have not been 
handed over to the Municipal Corporation of Gurgaon and many aspects of their 
functioning continue to be in the hands of the companies that built them. This is a 
context for the relationship between citizens (in the shape of RWAs), the state and 
private capital – DLF.

In 1986, some residents of DLF City combined to form the Qutub Enclave RWA 
(QERWA). One of its most consistent demands has been that the DLF corporation 
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hand over its townships to the government. As per the Haryana Development and 
Regulation of Urban Areas Act 1975, a real estate company must transfer a privately 
developed locality to the government within five years of its establishment. QERWA 
mounted considerable agitation over this issue. It filed court cases, petitioned the 
government and even put up candidates – without success – in state assembly elec-
tions. In the early 2000s, another RWA – known as the DLF City RWA – appeared 
on the scene. This is an umbrella body which claims affiliation from many individual 
RWAs in DLF City. An office holder of the Qutub RWA (the older body) described 
the situation to me as follows:

DLF did not want to hand over its townships to the government and the government is not 
interested either: for as long as DLF has control it can arbitrarily continue to use the land within 
its areas as it pleases by changing original planning agreements. So, it can build a commercial 
building on a plot that was earlier indicated on planning documents as a community center or a 
medical dispensary. The government does not wish to change anything because of the massive 
amounts of under the table money that it gets from private developers. If these localities were to 
be handed over to the Municipal Corporation of Gurgaon, it would be more difficult to make 
money. It’s easier to make money from the private sector.

The DLF City RWA was, in fact, created by the DLF corporation to counter what it 
perceived to be an association of residents (the Qutub Enclave RWA) that was hostile 
to its interests. In particular, the company was concerned at QERWA’s demand that 
the company hand over the township to be administered by the Haryana state govern-
ment. The DLF-sponsored RWA has a comfortable air-conditioned office in the same 
building as many of DLF’s corporate offices in Phase 1 of DLF City. A Qutub RWA 
office holder told me that in the early 2000s DLF initiated moves that led the 
Haryana government to appoint an administrator to oversee its affairs but that the 
RWA currently lies dormant. The DLF-sponsored association, on the other hand, 
appears to be flourishing. It is headed by a retired corporate executive and primarily 
acts (as the head told me) ‘as a bridge between DLF and the residents of DLF City’. 
The DLF corporation has, in this way, reconfigured the relationship between the state 
and the market in order to produce a non-state version of the civic sphere which, 
simultaneously, grows out of the collaboration with the state; it has created its own 
citizens’ group – and a private citizenry – through sponsoring the DLF City RWA. 
This too is an aspect of post-national urbanism where the idea and the body of the 
active citizen is produced not through political processes and debates over rights and 
responsibilities, but through a relationship between the state, the corporate sector and 
urban real estate markets; the consumer-citizen, once again.

ConClusion

The processes of new urbanism in India – as exemplified by the privately developed 
DLF City – provide a fruitful entry towards an understanding of changing relations 
between the state, citizens and private capital. The broader context of this, as I have 
suggested throughout, is the consolidation of new cultures of consumerism. I will 
conclude through some ethnographic vignettes that suggest that spaces within DLF 
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City are increasingly sought to be represented as goods that require careful ‘brand 
management’ in order to maintain their ‘value’. That is to say, this concluding sec-
tion seeks to reinforce the connections between the making of new urbanism and 
commodity cultures.

When the DLF corporation began to purchase land in Gurgaon, it did not have suf-
ficient funds to pay for the purchases, its commercial activities since the late 1950s 
not having generated much revenue. The land purchases came to fruition through two 
processes, both of which can be grouped under the rubric of kinship capitalism. DLF 
head K.P. Singh’s own caste background was, as I have suggested above, crucial to 
his negotiations with the agricultural castes who owned land in Gurgaon. In particu-
lar, he set about establishing kin-like connections with landowners through taking 
part in various aspects of rural life, including attendance at weddings and a number 
of other life-cycle rituals (Radhakrishnan Swami 2005).7

This is how a farmer – now real estate dealer – from the nearby village of Nathupur 
(now part of DLF Phase 3) recently described the situation to me:

DLF bought the smaller plots of land on cash terms and larger plots on credit. They were very 
considerate: if our cattle was electrocuted, DLF paid compensation. Now the younger generation 
of DLF owners is not like that.

The company bought a great deal of land on credit, an aspect that was facilitated by 
the fact that K.P. Singh was able to invoke a sense of bucolic trust between caste-
brethren into his dealings with the landowning farmers. There was another aspect: 
Singh also managed to convince the villagers to trust him with the money that was 
paid for the land they sold. It created a financial arrangement [known as ‘chit-fund’ 
in India] that offered a slightly higher rate than local banks, and villagers were 
encouraged to deposit their money with the company itself. Further, when confronted 
with fragmented land-holdings [a common scenario in rural India], the company 
consolidated title through direct negotiations with the various claimants. This paved 
the way for legal sale of the land to the company without any direct state involve-
ment. The state was, however, part of the process in other ways. For, soon after the 
company began to acquire agricultural land, it lobbied various levels of government 
and succeeded in changing land-use regulations so that such land could be put 
towards urban use.

In recent times, the state has tried to exert in its ‘stateness’ through the formation of 
the Municipal Corporation of Gurgaon (MCG) in 2008 and this aspect forms the final 
rung of this story on the relationship between the state, citizens and private capital in 
a time of post-nationalism and consumerist modernity. It also gestures towards the 
symbolic and actual production of land itself as a commodity.

Of the 357 square kilometers that constitutes the Gurgaon district, about 156 
square kilometers have been handed over to the Municipal Corporation of Gurgaon 
(MCG). However, in many of these areas, MCG is not able to levy any house taxes 
as, through a confusing and complicated arrangement, private developers have not 
handed over ownership of their localities to the state. Here, companies such as DLF 
levy a ‘maintenance’ charge upon residents of ‘their’ areas. A few years ago, the 
MCG tried to levy a house tax in the localities where residents pay the maintenance 
charges to private developers. However, as one resident put it, ‘we refused to pay it 
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as we are already paying maintenance charges to the builder, so why should we pay 
another tax to the MCG?’ So, currently, MCG is not able to levy charges in areas 
that have the potential to generate the largest amount of residential and commercial 
taxes. An official of the DLF City RWA (which is sponsored by the DLF corporation) 
informed me that residents do not want the MCG to ‘take over’ the private townships 
as there was far greater trust in the administrative abilities of the private sector than 
the state.8 And, he said, DLF has an interest in looking after its older localities since it 
is building new townships and wants to maintain ‘brand equity’, not wanting its exist-
ing product to be sullied through poor state administration. That is why, he added, 
DLF will continue to carefully tend to its already-constructed townships rather than 
risk shoddy state care; new urbanism institutionalizes ideas of consumerist moder-
nity through naturalizing the idea of space itself as a commodity whose brand value 
requires nurture and protection.

To conclude, in the preceding discussion, I have pointed to a certain operation 
upon urban spaces of startling new mechanisms of hybrid administration, commerce 
and consumer cultures. What I have tried to outline are specific ways in which chang-
ing relationships between the categories we call ‘the state’, ‘capital’ and ‘the people’ 
are significant in the making of new contexts of urbanism in India. And, finally, I 
have suggested that operations upon urban spaces understood via post-nationalism 
and moral consumption tell us something about both the public life of the new city 
and the lives of its residents as consumer-citizens.

Notes

 1  Sections of this chapter borrow from the discussion in Entangled Urbanism. Slum, Gated Com-
munity and Shopping Mall in Delhi and Gurgaon (2015).

 2  In addition to Delhi, the National Capital Region consists of parts of the states of Haryana, Uttar 
Pradesh and Rajasthan. The National Capital Region was formed under the National Capital 
Region Board Act of 1985. The Board was established with the aim of encouraging and oversee-
ing a variety of planning and economic development objectives.

 3  For a more benign view of privatization, see Kanbur (2007).
 4  The inquiry was constituted under the chairmanship of the leading industrialist G.D. Birla and 

the report came to be known as the Birla Report. It concluded, in blunt terms, that ‘the story of 
the Trust is the story of failure’ (Birla Report 1951: 7); that its record of slum-clearance had been 
‘meagre’ (Birla Report 1951: 3), the Town Expansion Schemes had merely resulted in the ‘freez-
ing’ rather than ‘development’ of considerable land areas (ibid.), it had commissioned neither a 
‘civic survey’ nor a ‘Master Plan’, and, its strategy of selling land to the highest bidder had only 
exacerbated the ‘housing problem’ (ibid.: 4).

 5  India currently ranks second after China in the number of PPP projects being undertaken (Plan-
ning Commission of India 2013).

 6  The governments of the erstwhile USSR, Germany and the United Kingdom were significant 
contributors to steel-making technologies in these towns.

 7  Singh notes in his 2011 autobiography that ‘The acquisition of land was meticulously done 
over a period of time, taking every farmer or landowner into confidence. … I myself came from 
a rural background so I knew their realities. We spent weeks and months on building a rela-
tionship with farmers whose land we wanted to buy’ (Singh 2011: 99). ‘It also helped’, Singh 
points out, ‘that my parents-in-law belonged to Haryana and were a leading family in the state’ 
(ibid.: 101).

 8  The Haryana state government had passed an order in February 2016 for the MCG to ‘take-over’ 
several of the privately developed localities. However, as of August 2017, the process is still on-
going, with no certainty about the schedule.
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9
Consumption and Consumer 

Rights in Contemporary China

Er ika  Kuever

inTroduCTion

A visit to a Chinese market or department store reveals at a glance the scale and 
depth of the social and economic changes that have taken place in China over the last 
three decades. Little more than a generation ago food and personal necessities were 
distributed by one’s work unit and the few shops that existed carried a limited inven-
tory of goods which could only be obtained through one’s employer or personal 
connections. Today, Beijing’s many private markets and department stores are full of 
seemingly endless quantities of everything imaginable. Small greengrocers jockey 
for space with international chain stores, fast food franchises, and luxury shopping 
malls in crowded retail clusters, while millions of consumers shop online with their 
home computers or smartphones. Advertisements co-exist with big-character slogans 
and propaganda about civility and national pride, but outnumber them vastly. Stroll 
down a street, open a magazine, ride a bus, turn on a television, and advertisements 
are inescapable, persistently hailing Chinese citizens as individuals who can create 
and enrich their lives with their purchasing power. These advertisements hold out  
the promise of endless choice in meeting any desire, so long as these desires can be 
safely contained within the realm of the market.

Chinese consumers are the largest market for Chinese-produced goods, including 
the fakes and counterfeits, unsafe toys, and tainted foodstuffs that have also entered 
numerous overseas markets, but according to Communist Party policymakers they 
still aren’t consuming enough. For the party-state, China’s ‘new consumers’ are 
ideal citizens, vital for economic growth and social stability and unlikely sources of 
political dissent (Croll, 2006; McKinsey, 2013). Attending to the economic, ideo-
logical and social changes that have occurred in China over the last several decades 
also means understanding the transformation in the relationship of citizens to their 
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government that underlie these tectonic shifts. When the state ceased to be the locus 
of the Chinese economy, ceding the job of feeding, clothing, and housing citizens to 
the market, it ushered in an exciting, but often dangerous new world of goods. Recent 
product scandals have added to the many anxieties Chinese citizens face daily: pol-
luted air, unsafe schools, and insecure futures (Notar, 2006; see also Beck, 1992). 
While outright protest, though occasionally successful, is risky, most ordinary citi-
zens lack the resources to stand up for their labor rights or achieve justice for wrong-
ful incarcerations. In the area of consumer welfare, however, individual citizens 
have specific and elaborated legal rights and an enormous network of institutions 
ostensibly devoted to advocacy.1 As of the 1990 passage of the Consumer Protection 
Law, Chinese consumers are also, argues Rofel, ‘the subjects with the most elaborate 
rights’ (2007, p. 145). If these laws and institutions give Chinese citizens the tools to 
seek redress in an uncertain and often dangerous market, why do so few use them?2

This chapter focuses on the state-sponsored dissemination of consumer rights 
propaganda and its public reception against the backdrop of the glorification and 
vilification of consumerism in Chinese popular culture while advancing the debate 
on political activism in a consumer culture. For adherents of the Frankfurt School 
(Adorno, 1991), consumption is politically anesthetizing, and consumerism neutral-
izes desires for political freedom and social engagement by transforming them into 
individual desires. The phenomenon of consumer activism poses a direct challenge 
to these claims. As Bevir and Trentmann (2007) have argued, consumption can also 
be a tool for seeking representation and justice, shaping civil society, and enhancing 
civic life. This chapter argues that laws and institutions provide a safe language for 
citizens to express grievances, but also shape the articulation of culpability, in this 
case successfully producing neoliberal citizens who see protecting their consumer 
rights as their own responsibility. I address the role of the Chinese party-state in 
promoting domestic consumption through the construction of a consumer welfare 
apparatus which simultaneously provides legal tools to aggrieved consumers and 
produces neoliberal subjects tasked with safely provisioning themselves in a com-
plex and sometimes dangerous marketplace. The chapter provides an overview of 
consumer rights in China that both updates earlier work (Davis, 2006; Hooper, 2005, 
2000; Palmer, 2006; Read, 2008; Rofel, 2007) and provides an ethnographic perspec-
tive gleaned from long-term fieldwork. I argue that the consumer welfare apparatus, 
far from empowering citizens to take market and state actors to task, operates to 
produce subjects who no longer expect the state, or the ‘Maoist social contract’ to 
protect them (see Lee, 2007).

China is unique among modern nation-states: an authoritarian regime with a flour-
ishing consumer culture. The country is also unique for having a consumer welfare 
apparatus spearheaded by the state itself – elsewhere in Asia the impetus for con-
sumer protection has come primarily from independent citizens’ groups (Garon and 
Mclachlan, 2006). As a state that has used rhetoric on consumer welfare as a means 
of promoting increased domestic spending, China can be productively compared to 
the United States, where President Kennedy called in 1962 for a Consumers’ Bill of 
Rights, marking the era of what Cohen (2004) calls the ‘purchaser as citizen’. Finally, 
the case of China draws our attention to an aspect of consumption often overlooked in 
the literature: the regulatory and legal scaffolding designed by the state to make the  
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market safer. Obtaining safe, reliable, quality goods in complex economies requires 
functional legal and regulatory systems, making ordinary consumption political 
insofar as it occurs in a state-structured context against which expectations form. A 
good that has traveled through legitimate channels is implicitly stamped with state 
approval. The issue of ‘killer commodities’ (Singer and Baer, 2009) illustrates this. 
When goods obtained through the market cause harm, loss, or even death, it is not 
only the manufacturer or seller that is implicated, but also the regulatory channels 
through which the product traveled.

ConTexT and meThodology

Two historical facts frame this argument. The first is the dramatic transformation in 
the relationship between citizens and the state that began in the 1980s in the wake of 
Deng Xiaoping’s ‘reform and opening’ policy. Goods are now obtained not through 
membership in the state but on the basis of citizens’ consumer power. China’s ‘con-
sumer revolution’ (Croll, 2006) has dramatically altered ideas about gender, ethnicity, 
age, and class, and transformed vertical patron-client relationships between agents of 
the state and ordinary citizens into horizontal relationships between transactors 
(Davis, 2000). The ascendance of the market as distributive regime has restructured 
Chinese society. Where rights and access to livelihood were once guaranteed by the 
state, opportunities are now shaped by individuals’ market power. The second is that 
despite being the origin and site of many product scandals, China has a large and 
highly developed consumer welfare system, including a 1993 Consumer Protection 
Law revised in 2013 (Jourdan, 2013), the nationwide China Consumers’ Association, 
founded in 1984, and consumer media that covers television, newspapers, and peri-
odicals. Palmer (2006) has estimated that more than 3,000,000 people nationwide are 
employed in the consumer welfare apparatus.

Studies that have engaged with the topic of consumer rights (Gao, 1991; Hooper, 
2000; King and Gao, 1991; Palmer, 2006), have typically assumed these rights to be 
inherently empowering and to define a specific relationship between citizens and the 
state. Scholars with a narrower focus on the deployment of consumer rights in spe-
cific situations have come to more measured conclusions, finding that rights present 
opportunities for citizen action and empowerment, but at local levels state agents 
may restrict consumer activism (Davis, 2006; Read, 2003). Others have described 
the emergence of a new ‘citizen-consumer’ (Davis, 2006; Keane, 2007) in terms of a 
‘desiring subject’ (Farquhar, 2002; Rofel, 2007) who relates to her world through the 
market rather than the state (Ong, 2006).

Given the prevalence of product scandals, ‘authenticity anxiety’ (Notar, 2006) and 
serious concerns about food safety among citizens (Gerth, 2010; Veeck et al., 2010; 
Yan, 2012), it is first puzzling to see how poorly regarded and rarely used these insti-
tutions are, but an investigation of the discourse surrounding consumer welfare offers 
an explanation. I argue here that the state-sponsored consumer welfare system acts as 
a domestic ‘development’ initiative that expands state power and extends the reach 
of the state into the lives of its citizens (Ferguson, 1990). Consumer institutions serve 
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the interests of the party-state by defining consumers as legal subjects and assigning 
them responsibility for their own safety in the market. Even when these institutions 
fail to achieve their stated goals, as they often do, they succeed in legitimating and 
expanding state power (see Fuller and Bénéï, 2012). Like the interventions of devel-
opment institutions Ferguson describes in Lesotho, Chinese party-state interventions 
in consumer welfare may ‘fail’ on their own terms, but produce other, desired, effects 
that include ‘the expansion and entrenchment of bureaucratic state power, side by 
side with the projection of a representation of economic and social life which denies 
“politics” and, to the extent that it is successful, suspends its effects’ (1990, p. xv). 
Chinese consumers may deride the usability or efficiency of state institutions, but 
their functionality is partly beside the point.

The data presented here come from 16 consecutive months of ethnographic 
research in urban China from 2010 to 2011. The research explored the connection 
of consumer rights to Chinese conceptions of citizenship and was the first empirical 
investigation into the lived experience of urban Chinese consumers as subjects of a 
specific legal and regulatory market system. It included more than 40 semi-structured 
interviews with lawyers, activists, and employees of consumer institutions, visits to 
markets and consumer association offices, surveys of consumer media, six focus 
groups organized by age cohort and representing citizens from various economic, 
educational, and regional backgrounds, hundreds of informal conversations with taxi 
drivers, fellow train passengers, shop owners, and many more, and 11 months of 
participant observation in a project organized around the concept of ‘consumer confi-
dence’ (xiaofei fangxin). Although it implies that consumers ought to feel calm, safe, 
and protected, the idea of fangxin actually tasks consumers with maintaining constant 
vigilance in market transactions. According to media, official propaganda, and insti-
tutional actors, consumer confidence comes from taking proper precautions, making 
educated decisions, and being aware of any potential problems. As I was told myself 
when attempting to make a complaint at an office of the Consumers’ Association, the 
law cannot protect you if you do not consume appropriately.3 This discourse works to 
produce modern subjects tasked with the national project of increased consumption 
but discouraged from making claims on the state. The good citizen is a good con-
sumer, a subject motivated by desire: for objects, for advancement, for self-expression; 
but he is not a political actor.

ConsumPTion and Consumer CulTure in China

From a nation characterized by shared poverty China has rapidly become a country 
of enormous economic inequality and political privilege. Government spending on 
massive infrastructural projects such as the Three Gorges Dam and transcontinental 
high-speed railways have been a huge boost to the economy, but have also helped 
concentrate wealth in the upper echelons (Pew, 2012). In the most recent estimate 
China’s Gini index was 46.9, making it the 28th most unequal economy out of 145 
surveyed (CIA, 2017). China’s economic system is officially called ‘socialism with 
Chinese characteristics’, while scholars sometimes refer to the present era as 
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‘postsocialism’. Yan provides an insightful definition, describing postsocialism as 
‘an unstable process in which the emerging hegemony of capitalism in China must 
deal with living socialist legacies, claims, and structures of feeling that surround the 
current relations of production and sociality’ (2008, p. 13). An ideological transition 
from socialist values to consumerist ideals has been achieved through government 
propaganda, globalizing processes, and advertising, which has celebrated consumer 
values ‘in the guise of promoting socialist construction’ reconfiguring and natural-
izing China’s transformation to a consumer society (Zhao and Belk, 2008, p. 240). 
Yet there remain tensions between socialist legacies of thrift and the national drive 
to increase domestic consumption (Croll, 2006). Saving is eminently rational in an 
environment without a comprehensive social safety net, but this practice is decried 
as backwards and even unpatriotic by state and business leaders. The owner of a 
chain of grocery stores stated this transparently at a banquet hosted by the consumer 
confidence project, announcing to the table ‘only when the Chinese people change 
their habits of holding on to money and saving to care for the elderly can profits from 
consumption be realized in full’, an assertion to which the assembled guests 
responded with a toast.

In the socialist era consumption was limited by the narrow variety and small quan-
tity of consumer goods as well as by its negative political connotations. Assertions of 
status and self-expression were present to a limited degree, but tolerated only if they 
advertised one’s ‘redness’ (Schrift, 2001). Socialism leveled inequalities in wealth 
and property but maintained divisions between cities and the countryside and cre-
ated new political hierarchies. Party officials and those connected to them enjoyed 
higher standards of living and access to goods like bicycles and watches difficult 
for ordinary citizens to obtain (Chan et al., 2009). With ‘reform and opening’, the 
economic reforms and increased international communication and exchange initi-
ated by Deng Xiaoping, came new products, new ways of transacting, and eventually 
new identities. By the second decade of the reform era, the ‘individualized economic 
actor’, whether entrepreneur or consumer, had become the dominant cultural repre-
sentation in electronic and print media (Keane, 2001). In one study of the party organ 
People’s Daily, between the years 1995 and 2002 consumers were represented more 
frequently than either workers or university students (Davis, 2006).

Although it has come to define life in societies around the world, consumer culture 
is still often seen as the culture of the modern West, inseparable from the ‘values, prac-
tices and institutions which define western modernity, such as choice, individualism, 
and market relations’ (Slater, 1997, p. 8). In a society with an established consumer 
culture, ‘core social practices and cultural values, ideas, aspirations, and identities 
are defined and oriented in relation to consumption rather than to other social dimen-
sions such as work or citizenship, religious cosmology or military role’ (Slater, 1997, 
p. 24). Although the word ‘consumer’ (xiaofeizhe), the director of one Consumers’ 
Association office reminded me on our first meeting, is a new term in Chinese, con-
sumption has a long history in China. In the vibrant markets of the Imperial era, 
commoditization and branding flourished: the practice of using ‘merchant marks’ 
on goods appeared as early as the Song Dynasty (960–1269) and was widespread 
by the seventeenth century (Hamilton and Lai, 1989). Hamilton and Lai have called 
this period ‘consumerism without capitalism’. For contemporary Chinese, consumer 
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goods constitute a vital part of personal and social identity, marking them off as 
belonging to particular income levels and interest groups and providing tools to both 
experience and express their status and their place in the world (Croll, 2006; Gerth, 
2010; Rofel, 2007). As one young woman told me, ‘We [young Chinese] don’t go to 
church, we go shopping’. Evidence of the centrality of consumption to contemporary 
life in China can be found in the dominance of advertisements in public and private 
places as well as in their representation in popular culture and entertainment.

While advertising celebrates consumption unreservedly, many citizens are ambiva-
lent about the progress of consumer culture. I spoke with older Chinese concerned 
that powerful consumer desires are corroding the bonds of family central to Chinese 
sociability, younger Chinese who felt there was an ideological vacuum in China that 
could not be filled by wealth and consumer goods, and parents of young children who 
worried about the safety of food and the health of the environment. Chinese citizens 
are proud of their nation’s economic growth and technological progress, but few are 
wholly uncritical of the new consumerism. While individuals have various attitudes, 
their shared references often come from popular entertainment and from stories and 
characters that act as lightning rods for criticism and discussion. These also provide 
the signposts by which particular discursive positions mark their territory. In 2010, 
for instance, a contestant on a Chinese dating show announced she would rather ‘cry 
in the back of a BMW than smile on the back of a motorbike’, leading to widespread 
denouncements of female ‘gold-diggers’.

ConsumPTion in PoPular CulTure

Popular entertainment depicts the consumerist world in which urban Chinese live, 
albeit fantastic versions of most citizens’ realities. Some characters ache with desire 
for products they will never be able to afford, others orient their values and goals 
towards accumulating components of ‘the good life’. Attitudes towards consumerism 
vary from celebratory, to cautious, to profoundly cynical. All have a moral compo-
nent. The 2010 romantic comedy Go Lala Go! follows the titular character from an 
entry-level position through several promotions, bracketing her life with split screens 
showing her new income and rank, and humorously depicting the pressures of pro-
fessional and personal life that culminate in costly shopping sprees. In Go Lala Go!, 
originally a popular book of the same name, consumer desires are celebrated for 
feeding the hunger of a young woman to get ahead and as harmless therapy for the 
stress of her career, though unequal in the end to her more profound desires for love 
and security. In the television series Narrow Dwellings, a controversial hit in Spring 
2010, one of the female protagonists is lured away from her boyfriend and their 
carefree but low-income life of window shopping and the occasional ice cream 
splurge by a wealthy and corrupt bureaucrat who buys her the objects she desires but 
could never afford, while at the same time her older sister scrimps and saves in order 
to buy a home for her family in Shanghai. In Narrow Dwellings some desires are 
dangerous and some divine: the desire of one protagonist for home ownership is 
valorized while the slippery slope of wanting more than one can afford is portrayed 
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as a path to immorality and misery. In this context consumerist desires are shown as 
personally and socially corrosive, threatening familial harmony and closely linked 
with immorality and corruption, in opposition to the playful and hedonistic role that 
shopping plays in Go Lala Go.

The protagonist of the best-selling book Leave Me Alone: A Novel of Chengdu, in 
contrast, describes the superficiality and shallowness of contemporary life, invoking 
Christmas in particular as holding out absurd and empty promises of happiness 
and fulfillment. He describes the scene around the holiday, not officially observed 
in China but still an occasion for leisure, shopping, and entertainment in urban 
areas: ‘The Chengdu streets throbbed with excitement. Unscrupulous businessmen 
flew God’s banner while thrusting evil money into their pockets. The shops were 
endlessly discounting, the restaurants endlessly delivering … Completely insane. 
There were people everywhere … Never mind what their family resources were, 
they were spending like crazy’ (Murong, 2009, p. 299). Leave Me Alone turns a 
profoundly cynical eye on the whole enterprise, describing the absurdity, chaos, and 
anti-social behavior found in temples of consumption everywhere and exposing the 
emptiness of consumerism as a palliative for the ills of contemporary life. Similar 
criticisms have been directed at films like Go Lala Go, and most recently towards the 
movie series Tiny Times, also based on a wildly popular book series, which features 
unabashedly materialistic young characters spouting lines like ‘Economy class kills 
me!’ (Melvin, 2013).

The Consumer welFare sysTem

The Chinese party-state has made no secret of its desire to see a sustained increase 
in domestic consumption, making it a pillar of every five-year plan since 2001 (CIA, 
2017; Croll, 2006). Discouraging personal saving and increasing spending is seen as 
a way to stabilize economic growth and protect the economy from outside shocks 
such as the 2008 financial crisis (McKinsey and Company, 2013). There are multiple 
elements to this strategy, among them the introduction of health insurance and social 
security, the creation of so-called ‘golden weeks’ to promote tourism and shopping, 
and directed economic stimulus packages. Given the notorious secrecy and inacces-
sibility of the Chinese party-state and its agents, it is impossible to prove that a desire 
to increase consumption was the motivation for the development and expansion of 
the consumer welfare apparatus, but it is clear from the evidence that it was not, as 
is officially claimed, to help consumers uphold their rights. Furthermore, in recent 
years the consumer welfare system has been weaponized: used to charge foreign 
companies such as Apple, Starbucks, and Samsung with discriminating against 
Chinese consumers or even violating their rights (Jourdan, 2013), thus clearing the 
way for their domestic competitors. In the wake of the 2008 melamine-tainted milk 
and infant formula scandal, which led to six infant deaths and 300,000 victims in 
total (Ingelfinger, 2008), and followed a similar infant formula scandal in 2005, 
Chinese consumers have become even more concerned about the provenance and 
quality of goods.
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Despite the appearance of government support for the exercise of consumer rights, 
the current framework poses significant practical obstacles that deter aggrieved con-
sumers from seeking resolutions through institutional channels. Activism has also 
been ‘severely limited’ by weak courts, the difficulty of litigation, and local power 
holders determined to protect their interests (Davis, 2006). The consumer welfare 
apparatus is designed not to serve consumers but to serve the party-state’s need for 
continued economic growth and social stability as well as to collect information and 
perform services for the state (Kuever, 2013). Only party-state propagandists pub-
licly claim the consumer welfare system was established with the primary goal of 
protecting and empowering consumers. Scholars argue the system was intended to 
strengthen the state: to make it more modern and ‘developed’ and to have the practical 
effects of increasing consumption, alleviating consumer anxiety, raising the quality 
of domestic goods, and enhancing social stability by providing an outlet for griev-
ances (Davis, 2006; Hooper, 2000, 2005; Palmer, 2006). Policymakers influenced by 
Euro-American models of national development believe that stable economic growth 
requires predictability and transparency that can only come from legalization and 
institutional development. Establishing and enforcing laws, however, threatens pow-
erful private and party-state interests. Tensions between authoritarianism and legal-
ization produce friction: leaders want laws to apply broadly but they also want to be 
able to make exceptions. Local party-state actors, furthermore, have little incentive to 
enforce laws that stand in the way of capital accumulation.

While the establishment of these rights has been part of the party-state’s strategy 
for increasing consumer spending, Communist Party leaders remain wary of their 
potential fallout: the empowerment of consumer-citizens (Davis, 2006). In her study 
of homeowners’ exercise of their consumer rights, Davis finds the Chinese party-
state ‘deeply implicated in – if not comfortable with – consumer politics’, using the 
language of rights to encourage self-governance but treating claimants who challenge 
official interests with hostility (2006, p. 295). The party-state has backed itself into 
a corner, and has ‘so thoroughly valorized free markets and consumers as essen-
tial agents in the national project of modernization that it can neither easily refute 
the validity of consumer autonomy nor maintain a firewall between the rights of 
Chinese consumers and the civic rights of citizens’ (Davis, 2006, p. 299). Rights 
and institutions are used tactically, and often in creative and surprising ways, by 
consumer activists, but rarely by ordinary consumers (Brandstädter, 2008; Kuever, 
2013). Highly placed actors allow so-called ‘fake-fighters’ (dajia) to publicize fake 
or faulty products – after all this allows local interests to avoid being implicated in 
crackdowns – but they act swiftly to suppress any activism calling for political action. 
At the same time, they forbid the formation of independent consumer groups. Taking 
insight from Ferguson (1990), we can see that even failed enterprises are ‘successful’ 
insofar as they develop consumer subjectivities and specify party-state institutions 
as the only possible channels for resolution. Instead of empowering consumers to 
make claims that require action by the party-state, the institutional and discursive 
framework of the consumer welfare apparatus is used to shift responsibility for safe 
provisioning to the consumer. This is largely achieved through the dissemination of 
messages which depoliticize consumer welfare and produce neoliberal subjectivities 
through consumer media and state propaganda.
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Consumer righTs ProPaganda and iTs disseminaTion

While usage of the institutions of the consumer welfare apparatus is quite low, 
awareness is extremely high. Consumer protection institutions, like the party-state 
more broadly, have successfully promoted the widespread recognition of certain key 
terms – particularly numbers – that relate to consumer protection, but they have not 
created a population invested in the ideas they symbolize. Every one of the hundreds 
of Chinese citizens I spoke to about consumer rights recognized the terms 315 and 
12315 if I mentioned them and most offered them independently, almost uncon-
sciously, when they heard about my research. The number 12315 refers to the 
national consumer hotline, established in 1999. It builds on recognition of 315, 
which stands for March 15th, International Consumer Rights Day.4 A few other 
terms recurred in focus groups and casual conversation: the Consumer Protection 
Law and the year it came into effect, the ‘three guarantees’ (return, exchange, and 
repair), and the Consumers’ Association, but awareness of these institutions rarely 
indicated a deeper familiarity or understanding of them, only the knowledge that they 
were associated with the area of consumer rights. The high level of recognition for 
315 as shorthand for consumer rights is driven by the enormous attention given to 
consumer issues every year during the week of March 15. Local newspapers feature 
stories on consumer issues and consumer law, there are special features on the 
nightly news, and online news aggregators highlight relevant stories. The Consumers’ 
Association even sponsors events such as the public destruction of large quantities of 
counterfeit goods. While few pay active attention to these stories and events, the 
pervasiveness of 315-related media, billboards, and advertisements is nearly impos-
sible to ignore. Many focus group participants said their own consumer awareness 
was heightened during this period and noted that it was the only time of year when 
merchants made a show of their own commitment, offering special deals or running 
advertisements that proclaimed their respect for consumer rights.

PoPular media and PubliC ProPaganda on Consumer 
welFare

The English term propaganda (xuanchuan) is neutral in Chinese, merely connoting 
a means by which official information is spread. Thus participants in my focus 
groups acknowledged the role of consumer welfare propaganda in educating them 
about consumer rights, and many, especially older citizens, were grateful for the 
information it provided, even if they didn’t always trust its source. A few examples, 
from television shows to public billboards, will illustrate where and how consumers 
encounter these messages as well as their typical content; specialized consumer 
media will be addressed in the section following.

A popular daytime television format in China is a talk show in which a host and 
a few invited guests discuss a particular topic, typically in a light and playful man-
ner. One episode of the long-running show On Your Side (shenbian) was devoted to 
consumer disputes, and featured several re-enactments of real-life cases: a woman 
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who was not permitted to return a purse she had decided she didn’t like; a man who 
accidentally broke a café coffee mug and was told he would have to pay 45 dollars to 
replace it; and a dispute with interior designers.5 The host and her guests discussed 
each case in turn, commenting on who was at fault, how common such cases were, 
how the individuals involved sought recourse, and whether they obtained it. At the 
end of the show they spoke more broadly about tactics that aggrieved consumers 
could employ and how to avoid such problems in the first place. Although one of the 
guests was affiliated with the Consumers’ Association, even he chimed in to agree 
with the host that the process of making an official complaint was time-consuming 
and difficult and not usually worth the effort, insisting that the best option was to 
negotiate independently with merchants, precisely how the disputes featured were 
resolved on the show.

Anecdotal evidence suggests the annual televised 315 evening gala sponsored by 
the Consumers’ Association attracts the greatest audience of any of these events. In 
2009, the gala covered stories on topics ranging from faulty flat screen televisions to 
the use of dangerous chemicals in the production of the single-use chopsticks pro-
vided by many restaurants. The chopstick story concluded with a call for consumers 
to be aware of the potential dangers of ingesting the chemicals used by some manu-
facturers and to either demand a restaurant provide them with washable chopsticks 
or bring their own. In fact the story was raised the following week by the head of 
the consumer welfare project that hosted my research. He mentioned the segment 
at lunch, noting that we shouldn’t use such chopsticks anymore, but when he asked 
for plastic chopsticks the manager insisted they had none. This anecdote illustrates  
the limited utility of the stories profiled in the gala, which educated consumers on 
some of the very real risks they faced in the marketplace, but also burdened them 
with the responsibility for protecting themselves. There was no discursive space for 
talking about regulations that would ban these chopsticks or improved inspections 
that would ensure their safe production; instead consumers were tasked with the 
responsibility of going out of their way to make safe choices. The gala functioned to 
depoliticize violations of consumers’ rights by disembedding them from structures 
of social and political inequality and re-framing them as matters of practical action.

In the weeks following the 315 gala, clips from the show were re-played frequently 
on the televisions installed on every public bus. The televisions also broadcast seg-
ments which could only be described as market education, covering topics such as 
where to go for wedding photographs or how to furnish your home. These segments 
occasionally offered suggestions on how to make good buys and avoid scams or 
poor quality goods, but they never broached the topic of what to do after the fact to 
deal with a dispute, nor did they mention consumer rights directly. The tone of the 
broadcasts was benevolent, the implication being that these state-produced segments 
were educating passengers on how to be modern citizens and consumers. Posters 
about consumer welfare were sometimes mounted in bus shelters or subway tunnels, 
but more frequent were signs in public places from the local Consumers’ Association 
advertising the 12315 hotline and/or advising consumers to avoid scams. One large 
sign adjacent to the entrance to Qinhuangdao, where the Great Wall meets the Pacific 
Ocean, seemed particularly out of place. Although there were a few vendors hawking 
souvenirs or selling drinks and snacks it was hardly a shopping area. The impact, if 
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any, was to assert the presence of the local authorities in protecting consumers, but 
what did they need protecting from? There were no fake drugs or tainted milk powder 
for sale in the area, only cheap trinkets and processed foods. Whether or not anyone 
paid attention to the poster was less important than their self-recognition as the sub-
jects for whom the messages were intended.

Posters in retail spaces such as pedestrian markets are not uncommon, but are 
usually inconspicuous, almost always taking the form of all-text re-prints of the con-
sumer law, and easily lost in the dense sea of more eye-catching advertisements, 
announcements, and posted rules that surround them. Some malls also post signs 
notifying consumers of their rights but these rarely provide more than something the 
vast majority of urban consumers are already familiar with, the number for the con-
sumer hotline. Large well-established markets such as the electronics mega-market 
Hailong in the Haidian district of Beijing have their own in-house branches of the 
Consumers’ Association, but they are typically difficult to find and ill-equipped to 
help. When I tried to locate complaint offices or find persons responsible for handling 
disputes in these spaces, from grocery stores to malls, I found that channels for seek-
ing redress were few. Exceptions were to be found in certain private spaces like retail 
stores, especially foreign-owned chains, which frequently have specialized depart-
ments and personnel to deal with complaints and process exchanges and returns.

Consumer media

Specialized consumer media is familiar to many but reaches a limited audience. The 
media discussed here is all state-sponsored, either through China Central Television 
(CCTV) or by the Consumers’ Association. Consumer issues are also covered by 
some online and print newspapers and in blogs, with articles falling into one of two 
categories: reports of product recalls or coverage of the small group of consumer 
activists known as fake-fighters. It is impossible to estimate the audience for these 
articles, but focus group participants showed little interest in such stories and a jour-
nalist who took part in one group claimed there was little audience for consumer-
oriented media, excepting large scandals, which the media was always restricted 
from covering fully. One of CCTV’s most popular programs, Topics in Focus (jiao-
dian fangtan), was frequently offered by focus group participants as an example of 
the power of media and ‘public supervision’ to tackle injustice and even affect 
policy. According to the online encyclopedia published by the search engine Baidu 
the show receives an average of 2,300 tips or complaints from citizens every day, on 
issues as varied as toll roads, pollution, health care, and consumer grievances, and 
chooses a handful to investigate and discuss (Baike, n.d.). The show’s popularity 
with citizens is recognized as a source of legitimacy by party leaders, many of whom 
have visited the set (Miao, 2011). This can be contrasted with the only television 
show focused solely on consumer issues, Consumer Advocate (xiaofei zhuzhang), a 
show well known among individuals professionally involved with consumer welfare, 
but not familiar to many of my other interlocutors. Airing every weeknight, 
Consumer Advocate covers a range of topics related to consumption. One episode 
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focused entirely on a ring of criminals who stole from a large clothing market in a 
Southern Chinese city and the police sting that shut it down. The only ‘advocacy’ in 
this particular episode was the host’s closing warning for consumers to keep their 
money and belongings safe when shopping or in public places, a call for self-protection 
similar to those messages directed at consumers from other official sources.

A more typical episode investigated the connection between consuming crayfish 
and developing a disease that causes the breakdown of muscle tissue. The topic was 
introduced with footage of a hospital where 19 patients were being treated, moving to 
the Nanjing press conference where the news was announced, and finally to an empty 
crayfish restaurant that had lost 90% of its business since the news broke. The body 
of the show was spent tracing the source of the crayfish the sick patients had eaten 
and exploring possible ways the disease could have been transmitted. A scientist had 
the final word: explaining that crayfish remain poorly understood, he announced 
scientists have ‘a difficult challenge’ ahead. While the episode appeared to present 
a thorough investigation of the crayfish scare, its emphasis was on depicting the 
capacity of local government and relevant departments to deal with the issue and on 
the ability of science to solve the mystery. Consumers had no role in this except as 
individuals engaged in a market economy and as victims of unexplainable ailments.

The two periodicals exclusively devoted to consumer issues enjoy only a tiny 
fraction of television’s audience. Neither the daily newspaper China Consumer 
News (Zhongguo xiaofeizhe bao) nor the monthly magazine Chinese Consumer 
(Zhongguo xiaofeizhe) are available at newsstands – they can only be obtained 
through subscription or read online. The consumer magazine claims a circulation of 
300,000, with institutional subscribers like branches of the CCA (China Consumers’ 
Association) far outnumbering individual subscribers. I was told by an editor that 
circulation for the newspaper was slightly higher. Both are sponsored and supervised 
to some degree by the Consumers’ Association and both accept limited advertising. 
China Consumer News has reporters stationed across the country and cooperates 
regularly with the Association, receiving assistance and sharing information. The 
paper features some general news but focuses on consumer issues, carrying weekly 
and bi-weekly sections on automobiles, home appliances, food and health, and 
finance. Advertisements often run in the sections to which their products belong and 
many make special reference to their concern for consumer well-being.

Like most Chinese official media, China Consumer News puts a positive spin on 
the stories it covers and focuses on progress rather than problems. Instead of calling 
attention to the 5% of instant noodles that fail to meet the national standard, a head-
line in the food and health section proclaims that 95% are up to snuff. Stories often 
feature evidence of China’s social, scientific, and economic development, celebrating 
high-tech food safety systems or announcing that China’s rate of trademark registra-
tion is the world’s highest. One article about a mobile inspection station, ‘High tech 
“escort” for Olympics food safety’, appeared during the 2008 Summer Olympics, at 
a time when information about melamine-tainted milk was still being suppressed. 
Depicting a scientist tinkering with state-of-the-art equipment inside one of these sta-
tions, the article embodied the message that consumer safety is primarily a technical 
issue, while the very day it ran a matter of pure politics was causing illness and death 
among consumers of milk and infant formula.
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Compared to the newspaper, the magazine Chinese Consumer contains more practi-
cal information: product comparisons, stories on scandals and frauds, reports on real 
estate or medical litigation, even a monthly comic that shows victimized consumers’ 
arming themselves with legal knowledge to stand up to retailers. The magazine also 
publishes soft or propagandistic pieces: a profile of a retired CCA leader turned callig-
raphist, a feature on stylish wallpapers, and a column where a consumer realizes that 
retailers can be cheated and disrespected too. I interviewed an editor for the newspaper 
and talked to several reporters for the magazine, and was impressed by their sophis-
ticated understanding of consumer issues. One even told me she had known for years 
that something like the melamine scandal was bound to happen eventually because 
of the way cattle ownership and milk production worked in the dairy land of Inner 
Mongolia, a place she had visited several times. She notified the authorities of her con-
cerns, but it would have been impossible to publish such a story in any official organ. 
Official censorship means that consumer media is effectively barred from circulating 
precisely the kinds of stories that consumers concerned about their safety and welfare 
would be interested in reading. In conversation with Mr Lu, a long-time employee of 
the CCA who wrote critiques of the consumer welfare system under an online pseudo-
nym I asked why the CCA didn’t try to increase readership by making media easier to 
obtain. Mr Lu told me this was the wrong question to ask – it wasn’t because consum-
ers couldn’t obtain the magazine and newspaper that they didn’t read them but because 
they saw them as ‘the government talking to itself’ and thus irrelevant to their lives.

reCePTion oF Consumer righTs ProPaganda and media

These examples from television, retail and public spaces, and print media all have 
very similar messages. While hailing or naming citizens as consumers they also call 
on these individuals to take responsibility for themselves in the market: the onus is 
on them to obtain information, to buy safely, and to seek redress by negotiating with 
the seller or attaining resolution through the proper channels. Their message to con-
sumers is that safe consumption is a matter of making the right choices and develop-
ing the right technology rather than the result of a well-regulated market. Focus 
group participants universally acknowledged the importance of the media, many 
providing examples of situations where media exposure or threats of it brought 
results, but their attitudes and expectations varied. They also remarked on the politi-
cal limitations faced by the media, one pointing out that any scandal that involved 
the government or monopoly industries like telecommunications or oil would never 
be truthfully reported. Some said if they encountered a consumer rights violation 
they would contact a journalist before seeking help from a consumer institution. 
Participants were also suspicious that both private and governmental bodies accepted 
money for favorable reviews, or could be bribed to not make a negative report. 
Because consumer-oriented media is particularly subject to the suspicion of profit-
seeking, it is unlikely that a privately run publication will emerge to replace official 
sources. In the absence of trustworthy, independent sources speaking for or to con-
sumers, state-sponsored media is likely to retain control over the discourse of 
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consumer welfare and rights. Schelling’s analogy for official media is appropriate 
here: ‘The participants of a square dance may all be thoroughly dissatisfied with the 
particular dances being called, but as long as the caller has the microphone, nobody 
can dance anything else’ (in Shirk, 2011, pp. 6–7).

More prosaically, many individuals simply found consumer media boring or 
irrelevant. As a middle-aged shopkeeper remarked, ‘[media] need to be a bit 
entertaining, nowadays people are too tired’, the accountant next to her nodding and 
adding ‘no one pays attention’. This seemed to be the case with the television show 
Consumer Advocate, which was lauded by several of the fake-fighters I interviewed, 
but dismissed by focus group participants as well as my office mates in the consumer 
confidence project. In discussions focused specifically on consumer media, 
participants admitted that while they might glance at certain articles while doing 
research on a planned purchase they would never follow these periodicals regularly, 
primarily because most of the news was not relevant to them. These comments 
echoed those of a Chinese fake-fighter whose blog posts on corruption scandals had 
as many as twenty thousand readers while his posts on fakes garnered at most one 
to two thousand. He explained this in a framework that loosely invoked citizenship, 
but divorced it from the realm of consumption. Government scandals, he told me, 
involved every Chinese person, but product scandals only touched those who had 
purchased or planned to purchase that particular good. In other words one is always a 
citizen, but only a consumer of specific things and at specific times.

disCussion: subjeCTiFiCaTion and The Chinese  
Consumer-CiTizen

Propaganda from official consumer welfare institutions speaks little, if at all, to the 
practical challenges faced by Chinese consumers. In conversations, focus groups, 
and interviews, consumers expressed their wish for stronger regulation, improved 
information on and routes to dispute resolution, strengthened law enforcement, and 
new laws that would punish sellers of dangerous or substandard goods. When asked 
what an ideal system for the protection of consumer rights would look like, partici-
pants in several groups suggested replacing the panoply of consumer-oriented insti-
tutions with a simple phone number that could be relied upon for practical advice and 
assistance in pursuing resolutions. These suggestions were met with nods and vocal 
support by other participants, some of whom had unsuccessfully tried to use official 
channels in the past. Soured on the institutional route they later sought resolutions 
on their own or simply accepted the loss. When focus groups participants discussed 
consumer institutions the most common refrain was the need for information that 
was practical and usable. Tired of unrealistic claims and vague promises, they said 
organizations should publish stories about how individual consumers had resolved 
disputes, thereby slowly gaining the trust of consumers.

Individuals in my focus groups overwhelming agreed that the only way to make 
the marketplace safer was for laws and regulations to be improved and enforced. 
But they also nearly all believed that it was their responsibility to make the right, 
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informed, choices. When we asked the groups whose responsibility it was to protect 
their consumer rights, roughly 90% said it was their own. The notable exception was 
in the focus groups of senior consumers, half of whom believed it was the govern-
ment’s responsibility to ensure their safety and welfare. For older citizens, a residue 
of the Maoist moral contract remains (Lee, 2007; see also Rofel, 1999), but young 
and middle-aged consumers do not trust their well-being to the party-state. When 
safety and quality were of the utmost importance, as in purchasing baby formula or 
medicine, these respondents strongly preferred large, established, and trustworthy 
retailers, believing that they would exercise quality control and take responsibility 
for problems in order to protect their reputations. When it was possible, they sourced 
goods destined for the markets of wealthy ‘developed’ nations such as Britain, Japan, 
Australia, or the United States (see Kuever, 2014).

The word subject, as Foucault famously explains, has two meanings: ‘subject to 
someone else by control and dependence, and tied to his own identity by a conscience 
of self-knowledge. Both meanings suggest a form of power which subjugates and 
makes subject to’ (1982, p. 212). Modes of subjectification are historical products 
and may coexist with outright repression (Foucault, 1995). Socialist subjects were 
interpellated as ‘liberated’ citizens of a new nation who had thrown off their oppressors 
and become protagonists of their own destinies (see Hinton, 1966). By the second 
decade of the reform era, the discourse of the socialist labor regime had little resonance 
with younger workers whose self-identity was connected to the capitalist discourse of 
social mobility, modernity, and self-transformation (Lee, 1998; Rofel, 1999).

Anagnost (1997) has argued that Chinese subject positions are ‘overdetermined’, 
ordered by a system that defines structurally appropriate acts grounded in recipro-
cal obligations, duties, and norms, limiting the potential for political agency. The 
discourse of suzhi (roughly translated as ‘personal quality’), for instance, may appear 
to offer opportunities for social mobility and personal improvement but only if indi-
viduals are willing to define themselves in terms of their market value (Yan, 2008). 
Suzhi is a ‘key political-cultural-economic operator’ in the discourse of development, 
a standard by which incommensurable individuals can be measured, compared, or 
ranked (Yan, 2008). Subjects who recognize themselves as lacking suzhi relative to 
the general population are driven to socioeconomic striving and self-development 
(Anagnost, 2004). The national project of ‘development’ functions in much the same 
way, driving the Chinese people to strive so their nation can ‘catch up’ with the West. 
As Keane argues, ‘The new moral order in China is one in which people are encour-
aged to be economically productive and self-reliant’ (2007, p. 14).6 The concept that 
a ‘low quality’ population holds the nation back not only absolves the state of respon-
sibility for social investment but creates a space for intervention.

Consumer-citizenship transcends the dichotomy traditionally made between 
citizens, whose rights, responsibilities, and practices constitute membership in a 
state, and consumers, asocial agents who pursue their own desires through anony-
mous transactions (Clarke, 2007). Keane attributes the ‘re-emergence of the citizen 
concept’ in China to the need to deal with the ‘new social compact’ of the market 
economy (2001, p. 1). Speaking of post-socialist societies more generally, we can 
expand Verdery’s observation of citizenship to consumer-citizenship – it ‘bounds in 
two ways: it distinguishes belongers from the excluded, and it ties the former to the 
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state as the guarantor of their rights, thus incorporating them as subjects’ (1998,  
p. 293). Those considered full members of the modern Chinese nation are those with 
the capacity and the knowledge to consume in a way that will develop the economy. 
Those farmers, migrants, pensioners, and low-wage workers who were full socialist 
subjects have little claim on the state under this new social compact (Zhang, 2006). 
Chinese citizens who seek self-transformation through the accumulation of goods are 
neoliberal subjects whose needs are defined as well as satisfied by the market.

Neoliberalism, the ideological face of global capitalism, prescribes the extension 
of economic rationality to all areas of life, insisting the market distributes public 
resources better than the state (Ong, 2006) and that the profitability of social entities, 
from citizens to cities, defines their value (see Zhang, 2006). Globally, neoliberalism 
has been associated with shrinking states and expanding markets, but in the Chinese 
context neoliberal governance centers on producing citizens who bring value to the 
state. The neoliberal subject, according to Ong, is ‘not a citizen with claims on the 
state but a self-enterprising citizen-subject who is obligated to become an “entrepre-
neur of himself or herself”’ (2006, p. 14). Subjects of what Zhang and Ong (2008) call 
‘governing at a distance’ develop capacities of self-governance, self-improvement, 
and self-expression. The development of consumer subjectivity is an important part 
of this transformation. Rofel describes the neoliberal depiction of human nature as 
self-actualization, a model with ‘the desiring subject as its core: the individual who 
operates through sexual, material, and affective self-interest’ (2007, p. 3). Unlike the 
heavily politicized socialist subject, the desiring subject is apolitical, except when it 
comes to the right to the best product at the lowest price. For the consumers in my 
study, however, product scandals and other issues are overtly political because they 
are shaped by citizens’ expectations of their government. Chinese attitudes towards 
consumer rights are linked to broad social dissatisfaction over inequalities in wealth 
and power, government corruption, and institutional mismanagement. Citizens may 
believe, for instance, that cronyism between private business and local government 
are behind sales of counterfeit drugs or expired foods, but if political challenges are 
framed as consumer issues their political power is muffled. Grievances channeled 
through party-state institutions, furthermore, cannot implicate the state.

ConClusion: Consumer welFare and ‘develoPmenT’

The consumer welfare apparatus is designed to place responsibility for safety and 
well-being with consumers, rather than the state, and this framing has been 
successfully internalized by the middle-class urban consumers the party-state sees as 
a vital part of a secure future for the nation as well as for the ruling Communist Party. 
A decrease in savings and increase in consumption also promises to move China out 
of the ‘backwards’ (luohou) state where it spent most of the twentieth century – the 
result of the ‘unfair treaties’ between China and the West. Many citizens see the 
current challenges of the marketplace, included tainted food, copyright infringement, 
and uneducated consumers, as a natural part of China’s current stage of development – a 
stage many developed countries passed through long ago. This framing justifies the 
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fervent pace of economic and technological progress in China, even with the 
associated social and environmental costs, and fits with the narrative that the party-
state has used to justify, among other things, their only recently reversed refusal to 
sign up to global climate change agreements.

The idea that China is merely at one point of an established developmental trajectory 
also accords with the party-state’s practice of instituting such trappings of the ‘developed’ 
states as law and civic institutions. But when the consumer welfare apparatus is understood 
as an idea and practice of ‘development’ it becomes an ‘anti-politics machine’ (Ferguson, 
1990) that expands state power while defining consumer protection as technical rather than 
political. The promise of development thus has a broadly suppressive effect on consumer 
activism. The insistence that China is still in the midst of ‘developing’ (zai fazhan 
zhong) explains the problems of today as the mere growing pains of industrialization. 
Development acts as a justifying ideology, a ‘mode of regulation’ that renders the current 
‘mode of accumulation’ more tolerable (Boyer and Saillard, 2002). According to the 
‘lofty telos of development’ (Yan, 2008, p. 3), the inequality, injustice, pollution, and 
unrest of the present are temporary and a small price to pay for a brighter future, a future 
that promises to be populated by confident consumer-citizens.

Notes

 1  Taking a legal route can also be risky when the case is sensitive or well-known. One recent 
example was the seven-year sentence for subverting state power given to Zhou Shifeng, the 
former head of a Beijing law firm who represented victims of the 2008 melamine-tainted milk 
scandal, among others (Mai and Gan, 2016).

 2  I base this assessment on both statistics (see for instance CCA, 2010) and my own observations 
and surveys of consumers.

 3  In this case, consuming appropriately meant that I should have made a record of the business 
registration number of a foot massage business that suddenly moved, leaving me unable to use 
the remaining credit on my pre-paid card.

 4  This connection of a series of numbers to a particular date or movement has many contemporary 
analogs. For example, 3.8, International Women’s Day, is not only shorthand for women’s rights 
but also a slang term for a difficult woman; 6.4, the date of the massacre at Tiananmen Square 
is synonymous with the movement that preceded it.

 5  These re-enactments belonged to a popular genre featuring legal disputes presented then 
discussed by a panel of experts providing commentary and advice. Such shows rarely feature 
consumer disputes but typically focus on civil issues such as car accidents or real estate contracts.

 6  This illustrates Gramsci’s observation that state ‘ethics’ function ‘to raise the great mass of the 
population to a particular cultural and moral level, a level (or type) which corresponds to the 
needs of the productive forces for development and hence to the interests of the ruling classes’ 
(1971, p. 258).
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10
Spaces of (Consumer) 

Resistance

Vera Hoelscher  and Andreas  Chatz idak is

inTroduCTion

Following the ‘spatial turn’ in social sciences (e.g. Warf and Arias 2009), anthropologists, 
geographers and consumer researchers increasingly recognise that the spaces and places 
of consumption are more than just a background canvas to everyday activity. Rather, they 
are, first and foremost, social products; they emplace, materialise and (often) naturalise 
particular consumer logics and practices that are inherently ideological. This applies as 
much for online spaces as it does for physical ones. For example, the online realm plays 
an increasingly important role in these power structures by means of our utilisation of 
them to navigate cityscapes, participate in working life, and research our consumption 
choices. It therefore forms an inseparable layer to the shared physical spaces of urban 
environments and needs to be considered alongside them (Graham et al. 2012). This is 
particularly relevant with respect to research exploring how digital spaces are used for 
the propagation of citizen resistance, such as the work of Manuel Castells (2012).

The main thesis of this chapter is that both physical and digital spaces shape, 
and are shaped by, modes of production and consumption. Accordingly, we aim to 
familiarize the reader with key conceptual arguments about consumer spaces and 
the movements of resistance within them; and to empirically illustrate them using 
examples such as alternative currencies (North 2014), time banking (Seyfang 2004), 
and voluntary simplicity (Moraes et al. 2010).

rebel CiTies, rebel sPaCes

Our cities are what and where we consume. In essence, the city is in fact nothing more than a 
space for consumption in which we apparently express ourselves as citizens of a consumer 
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society. Consumption lies at the ideological core of the contemporary city and, as such, 
consumption spaces lie at the very heart of what it means to be a citizen of the society in which 
we live. (Miles 2010: 1)

In trying to understand why consumption has become so central to the depiction of 
modern cities, we may consider by what factors their quality is perceived and meas-
ured. Tied up with the need for cities to attract lucrative investments, capable human 
resources, as well as an incoming stream of tourists (Massey 2007), cities have 
established themselves as brands (Kavaratzis 2004). The public space is crucial for 
developing this with the help of cultural offerings such as art galleries, concerts, and 
museums. Yet, cityscapes are becoming increasingly dominated by corporate inter-
ests such as through the sponsorship of art initiatives and public events, and thus 
compromise on citizens’ rights to utilise them for non-commercial purposes (Evans 
2015). Simultaneous to the developments of the wider city, public spaces are forming 
part of this branded experience. The brand equity that is subsequently formed is not 
only reflective of factors such as living standards and cultural scene diversity but also 
the range of property developments and commercial chains.

As illustrated in Miles’s quote above, cities are thus being reshaped as the shared 
spaces within which we consume, publicly display our choices and therefore assert 
our status and lifestyle. The city space itself has become instrumentalised to the 
degree that different urban quarters not only carry distinct socio-economic connota-
tions, but also shape our sense of self and identity (Mort 1988). For many of us, the 
city has thus become emblematic of contemporary consumer culture. Within these 
shared urban spaces, identities and social events are mediated by the choice of what 
to wear, where to eat, how to live. While this all-persuasive argument of consumeri-
sation can be seen as rendering citizens into lemmings of commercialisation, it also 
attributes an immense power to them; a power that Miller (1995: 10) describes as 
being ‘repressive as well as enabling to those who wield it’. Diverging from prevalent 
consumption strategies is not only a challenge, but also carries the risk of social oust-
ing. Yet, opportunities for the rejection of mainstream consumer culture are offered 
in various spaces of collective consumer action.

Harvey (2012: xvii) explains how spaces of resistance form ‘in a moment of 
“irruption”, when disparate heterotopic groups suddenly see … the possibilities of 
collective action to create something radically different’. By engaging in collective 
action, a group acts ‘in pursuit of members’ perceived shared interests’ (Scott and 
Marshall 2009: 96). Referring to newly-forming groups of individuals, who may 
come from a wealth of different backgrounds, Harvey suggests that these can be 
united by their desire to change the status quo. Championing collective action as a 
source of resistance to the dictatorship of mainstream consumption, Harvey therewith 
presents the case for coming together in shared space to engage in the creation of 
radical alternatives.

One theorisation of alternative forms of economic creation is found in Ostrom’s 
(1990) study of the tragedy of the commons. Researching how collective action could 
be employed to better allocate finite resources, she proposes that communally owned 
resources, such as fresh water, are depleted if there is no common agreement in place 
as to how they are shared. Drawing on game theory, she theorises that without an 
agreement each party is better off using as much of the resource as possible for itself 
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with a disregard to how that fares for other parties involved. When, however, rules are 
implemented on the basis of collective action, Ostrom’s research suggests there are 
significantly higher chances of success, compared, for instance, to forms of govern-
ance such as private management or government policy.

The ideology of collective action is also central in Gibson-Graham’s (1996) spaces 
of resistance to neoliberalism. Being engaged in action research projects around the 
globe that work together with ‘community researchers of local economic practices 
and organizations’, the joint authors Gibson-Graham consider the importance of 
transforming oneself in the process of discovering alternative lifestyles (Gibson-
Graham 1996 xiv). Aiming to point out the shortcomings of conduct that blocks 
the ‘transformative ambitions’ held within culture, they describe the ‘familiar 
understandings of capitalism as a naturally dominant form of economy, or as an 
entire system of economy, coextensive with the social space’. Desiring to create an 
alternative movement themselves, the authors Gibson-Graham (1996 ix) ‘have been 
engaged in a collaborative project that seems guaranteed to occupy us for the rest of 
our lives, long or short as those might be’ with their goal being ‘to create or reveal 
landscapes of economic difference’.

Connecting this back to their work The End of Capitalism As We Know It (1996), 
Gibson-Graham propound that it is community work that can uncover forms of 
alternative economic interaction that are hidden in capitalist systems. Volunteering, 
caring for loved ones and traditional trading already present a largely unseen sector 
of non-financial value creation. Accordingly, Williams (2005) reminds us that 
the economic literature largely ignores daily transactions that do not happen on a 
monetary basis. Whilst not directly contributing to GDP in terms of a conventional 
perspective on economics, they are alternative forms of value creation that comprise 
a significant part of the everyday lives of a great number of people. Such occupations 
may include unpaid housework, childcare, and charity work among others (Hall 
2011; Leyshon, Lee and Williams 2003). Highlighted are both the breadth and scope 
of care work and the variety of alternative economics that otherwise go unnoticed 
in conventional accounts of the (capitalist) economy (Leyshon et al. 2003; Gibson-
Graham 1996).

Anchoring our knowledge of capitalism in urban space, Harvey (2005) considers 
the inherently uneven geographies of our cities, whose interpretation so crucially 
depends on our position within them. This view of shared space rests on the work 
of Lefebvre, who centrally positions embodiment in his understanding of space. 
Rejecting the modern philosophy of his contemporaries, who abstract space into a 
concept far removed from the body and its physicality, Lefebvre argues that it is 
modes of production – requiring both the human body and nature as well as tools and 
social practices – that establish an essential connection between thought, practice and 
nature (Lefebvre 1974; Simonsen 2005). As Harvey argues in Social Justice and the 
City (1973), it is this positionality of the individual that determines our perception 
and representation of spaces. In a similar vein, Soja (1989) argues that our life stories 
carry the geography of ‘milieu, immediate locales, provocative emplacements which 
affect thought and action’ (1989: 14). Hence, our biographies are intricately tied up 
both with those individuals that we interact with and the space(s) within which we 
form social networks and encounters.
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Further stressing the importance of history for our knowledge of space, Soja 
comments that ‘an already made geography sets the stage, while the wilful making 
of history dictates the action and defines the story line’ (1989: 14). Accordingly, 
Massey’s (2005) For Space elevates our understanding of shared spaces into a more 
inclusive concept. Lending a new angle to the debate of positionality within shared 
space, her writings oppose a simplistic account of space dominated by those ruling 
it by matters of ownership and policy making. Instead, she offers us a vision of 
understanding space as a meeting up of histories. Herewith space transcends the idea 
of a Cartesian coordinate system of mutually exclusive points. Historic dimensions 
are introduced to recognise the importance of the biographies of the individuals 
participating in a shared space as well as the histories of the objects in space and  
its overall architecture.

Rather more allegorically, the issue of positionality within space is also addressed 
by Holloway (2010) to account for how resistance can arise in an enclosed space 
shared by the citizens of the world: Over time, as ever more resources are depleted by 
a few to the detriment of all others, the increasing discomfort is visualised by the walls 
of the space drawing closer. This imaginary room, occupied by representatives of the 
different strata of a global society, exemplifies how the common resources of our 
shared space are nearing their end. As this goes on, cracks are forming in the walls. 
Although some of the inhabitants of the room are still seated comfortably, others are 
not anymore. This results in a shifting about of people trying to escape the walls that 
are increasingly posing a claustrophobic threat. Throughout this commotion, some of 
these citizens realise the cracks forming in the foundation are not only a threat but 
also an opportunity. Reaching out their hands, they press their fingertips into them to 
apply more and more pressure with the aim of breaking down the metaphoric walls 
of capitalism.

reConFiguring ConsumPTionsCaPes

Spaces of resistance connect themes such as food sovereignty, sustainability, and the 
building of alternative communities. Exemplifying Holloway’s capitalist cracks and 
Gibson-Graham’s call to collective action, the Zapatistas of Chiapas, Mexico, are 
one such movement that has long recognised the inherent injustices of capitalism. 
Being discontent with the unfair disownment of their land caused by a trading treaty 
between Mexico and North America, Zapatista farmers created an army of liberal 
Marxists to fight back for their land (Gibson-Graham 1996; Holloway 2010). 
Continuing until today, the movement has succeeded in making their cause known 
around the globe.

Another example of cracking capitalism is found in the numerous urban gardens 
that provide a path to food sovereignty in the face of an economic climate that 
sees citizens in financial hardship. Contrasting with the term ‘food security’, 
which describes ‘the availability at all times of adequate world food supplies of 
basic foodstuffs to sustain a steady expansion of food consumption and to offset 
fluctuations in production and prices’ (United Nations 1974), ‘food sovereignty’ is 
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a counter-call for ‘peoples’ rights to shape and craft food policy’ (Patel 2009: 664). 
A prominent example is given in Altieri et al.’s (1999) study of the emergence of 
the urban gardening culture of Cuba after the collapse of the socialist bloc. While 
gardening for the purpose of growing food was previously looked down on as only 
for the poor, economic disposition introduced edible plants to available urban spaces.

Urban gardening as a form of creating food sovereignty is also addressed in further 
studies by Lyons et al. (2013), Dixon (2011), and Walter (2012). Common in these 
accounts are the stories of citizens willing to create a counter-point to capitalist 
modes of food production. Lyons et  al. (2013) in particular address the ways in 
which urban food movements empower citizens to renegotiate how urban spaces 
are used. Their findings suggest that citizens who actively participate in these urban 
movements challenge dominant modes of thinking about the distinction between 
public and private spaces and aim to counter bureaucratic adversity through practising 
the principles of permaculture. This form of gardening, founded by Mollison and 
Holmgren (1978), propagates low-impact gardening through design that creates 
balanced eco-systems.

Goodman and Goodman (2009) highlight the sustainability of producing local 
food, including savings on the emissions caused by transportation and the provision 
of food that is not affected by commercial pesticide use. For this reason, food sov-
ereignty is also central in the Transition Town movement (Sage 2014). Having been 
born out of the design principles of Permaculture, Rob Hopkins, the founder of the 
Transition Network, intended for it to be a way of putting local food growing into the 
context of a global network of local communities aiming to reduce oil dependency. 
Owing to this emphasis on the community, Aiken (2015) argues that the Transition 
Network strongly refers to place, which is also evident in their link between nam-
ing Transition Towns after location, such as Transition Town Totnes or Transition 
Kentish Town.

Fortifying the link between local food production and perceptions of shared space, 
Selfa and Qazi (2005) focus on the role of scale in the creation of local food net-
works. They discuss the increased sustainability of local food networks as well as 
the creation of economic infrastructures for alternative consumption. Resting on the 
work of Jarosz (2000), Selfa and Qazi (2005: 452) suggest, ‘for such local move-
ments to flourish and to provide a real alternative, agri-food networks must build 
and rely upon social relations that are embedded in a particular place’. They thereby 
allude to the difference in scale between space and place: whilst space is essential 
for growing the idea of a network, the concept of place highlights the importance of 
social connections for these networks grown in space to flourish. Interestingly, Selfa 
and Qazi’s (2005) research highlights that ‘local’ does not hold the same meaning 
for urban versus rural consumers. While for ‘some food network actors across rural 
and urban locales, local food systems are defined by social relationships that may or 
may not be geographically proximate, … for others, local food systems are defined 
by a politically constructed boundary like a county or a bioregion’ (Selfa and Qazi 
2005: 462).

Similar to alternative food networks, ‘local exchange trading schemes’ (LETS) 
rely on spatial networks to operate. Economic benefits are aimed to remain within a 
local region through profit redistribution to small, local and independent businesses. 
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The strength of this concept is also its weakness: Although printed alternative cur-
rencies such as the ‘Manchester “bobbins”, Canterbury “tales” and Bath “olivers”’ 
(North 2014: 249) arguably keep financial means within the local region, participant 
levels are often too low to make it a viable concept. As one of North’s (2014: 249) 
research participants puts it, ‘it would take a massive growth in the number of LETS 
systems and in the capacity of LETS systems to allow everyone in this city to live 
off LETS’.

Many of the above studies often highlight the importance of shared space and 
placial embeddedness in fostering a sense of collectivity and community. For instance, 
various participants in Kingsley and Townsend’s (2006) study on urban gardening 
appreciated their connection to the community as a means of integrating in their local 
neighbourhood and creating social contacts. For some, these were the only social 
contacts they had formed outside their families. Drawing on similar observations, 
Firth et al.’s (2011) study on community gardening in Nottingham emphasises the 
need for a distinction between communities of place and communities of interest. 
While the first reside within the shared locale of the community garden itself, the latter 
are geographically independent of it. Communities of interest can support concepts 
or activities asynchronously via digital activities such as social media engagement 
and email distribution lists. These showings of support can be supplemented by 
occasional meetings in shared physical space.

Other groups and initiatives aim at renegotiating rather than altogether rejecting 
existing modes and patterns of consumption. For instance, Moraes et al.’s (2008: 
273) exploration of New Consumption Communities (NCCs) shows how eco-
village inhabitants were proactively interested in entering ‘entrepreneurial positive 
discourses, practices and choices’. Rather than rejecting the idea of profitable 
monetary exchanges, these inhabitants saw potential in sustainable and fair 
business models. Far from the stereotype of an eco-village representing ‘radical 
resistance to prevailing ideologies of consumer society’, they were motivated 
to create viable economic alternatives (Moraes et  al. 2008: 273). Chatzidakis 
et  al.’s (2012) empirical study about the anarchist Athenian neighbourhood of 
Excharcheia further suggests that sharing space is indeed a crucial, yet overlooked, 
factor in the understanding of how forms of radical consumption evolve. As spaces 
of resistance, the marketplaces, public parks and cafés of Excharcheia create a 
shared environment within which radical ideas can be communicated, ultimately 
cultivating alternative subjectivities.

Many of the movements depicted in the above empirical studies continuously 
try to expand and scale up through reaching out to a network of potential 
participants and activists. One such example is the global action research projects 
of Gibson-Graham. Striving to establish more socio-environmentally just and 
resilient societies, Gibson-Graham and Roelvink’s (2009) Community Economy 
project spanned across Australia, the USA, the Philippines and Europe with a 
view to rethinking current economic practices. Their research indicates that 
co-operative initiatives that re-invest profits back into their localities can have 
various positive effects for those involved, from providing employment and 
social links to the community to developing more effective administrative and 
recreational infrastructures.
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exPloring digiTal layers

At the most basic level, the Internet is a way of transmitting bits of information from one 
computer to another. The architecture of the Internet provides for ways of addressing the 
information that is sent, so that it can be split up into packets, sent out across the network and 
recombined by the recipient. All kinds of information are in theory equal: bits are transmitted in 
the same way whether they represent text, audio, images, or video. The meaning of the bits 
comes from the patterns which they make, from the software which is used to interpret them, 
and of course from the users who send and receive them. Hine (2000: 2)

Parallel to offline spaces, shared online spaces create forums in which power 
structures and modes of consumerism are re-articulated and re-established. Within 
the vastness of digital space, platforms are launched that underpin our social, 
political, and geographical comfort zones. News sources, social media, the 
blogosphere and merchants’ websites are intricately networked via digital marketing 
technologies in order to retarget us and reinforce previously expressed behaviours 
(Zuckerman 2013). This imposes a structure within our shared digital spaces that 
serves to mark boundaries of subjective security and reel citizens into expected 
consumption patterns. In this process, public spaces often become branded spaces as 
our experiences within them are mediated by search engines, social media check-ins 
and review platforms.

Yet, within and across these digital boundaries there are spaces in which the 
status quo can be challenged. Digital technologies allow for the creation of shared, 
anonymous spaces and the fast – and potentially viral – distribution of digital imagery. 
Shared online spaces can thus become incubators for consumer resistance and 
facilitate the scaling up of offline movements. This presupposes a strong intersection 
between the offline and the online; between digitally meeting up in private bedrooms 
and physically coming together in public squares (Castells 2012).

This intersection is particularly prevalent in urban spaces: Geospatial Information 
Systems combine with strong mobile Internet to form a digital layer to shared 
physical space. This digital layer facilitates our navigation of cityscapes, helps us 
decide on meeting points and allows us to review the physical sites and services 
that are digitally embedded within them (Zook and Graham 2007). Consequently, 
physical and digital spaces become increasingly interlinked with one another.  
They interdependently influence our behaviours within them, the ways in which  
we publicly express ourselves, and not least how we consume. The intersection of 
the physical and digital realms is instrumental to modern mobility, logistics, and the  
pace of contemporary consumption, as it is reliant on technological inventions and 
digital infrastructure. ‘Mobility is central to what it is to be human’, writes Cresswell 
(2006: 1) and therewith underlines one of the most crucial aspects of the urban lives 
of hyper-connected individuals. He refers to this as ‘the effective shrinking of the 
globe by ever- increasing mobility at speed enabled by innovations in transportation 
and communications technology’ (Cresswell 2006: 4).

As the speed of our travel and communication increases, so does the complexity 
of their context. Due to the fast trajectories of travellers, messages as well as con-
sumer goods and services, culture ‘no longer sits in places, but is hybrid, dynamic – 
more about routes than roots’ (Cresswell 2006: 2). It becomes an ever-evolving and 
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fragmented picture compounded by the travel paths of these individuals and what 
they choose to consume. Hine’s quote above demonstrates how the meaning of digital 
messages is both created by the sender as well as unpacked by the recipient, and 
therewith creates a multi-dimensional meaning far beyond the bits of information it 
comprises. These shared digital spaces can be understood as a meeting up of histo-
ries akin to Massey’s understanding of the offline world; the trails travelled by the 
bits and bytes can be considered as enablers and/or additional layers of the physical 
movements of goods and, most importantly, of people.

Considering these individuals and their digital pathways makes it easier for us to 
grasp that thoughts and emotions are ‘shaped by the social context in which they 
develop including in virtual or technological contexts’ (King-O’Riain 2014: 131). 
While shared online spaces might be anonymous to a degree, interactions within 
them are capable of creating distinct environments of their own. These environments, 
as previously established through the work of Zuckerman (2013), are constitutive of 
the cognitions, emotions, and behaviours expressed within them.

This demonstrates the multiplicity of digital spaces at which we arrive when 
considering the digital layer of urban environments alongside the mobility of the 
participants within them. Klein (2003) writes about this multiplicity of ideas 
prevalent within activism as one of the main criticisms against counter-consumerism 
movements: ideas of what it is that needs to be changed can often not be subsumed 
under one coherent strategy and therewith suffer from a disparity of philosophies. This 
disparity is also recognised by Harvey, who writes that it can be ‘disparate heterotopic 
groups’ that come together to see the possibilities of creating ‘something radically 
different’ Harvey (2012: xvii). The result of this, as Klein (2003) describes it, is often 
a multitude of activist facets and opinions. After such a meeting or demonstration, 
which can encompass lively discussions and the forming of new discourses in shared 
physical space, often only a website in shared digital space remains.

This occupation of online spaces, however, can serve to digitally scale up on con-
sumer activism, especially when potential participants do not share physical space 
on a regular basis (Surin 2010). As sharing digital space makes asynchronous com-
munication possible, we can juxtapose the idea of fast-paced mobility as discussed by 
Cresswell with the concept of collective action as put forth by Harvey and Holloway. 
Castells (2012) speaks about this as going on a blind date with other activists whom 
one might have only digitally met from the comfort of one’s own bedroom, and then 
physically meeting them in the public spaces of the city. This has the potential to con-
nect people from disparate, heterogeneous groups – or even individuals – bringing 
them together as part of a movement.

It is of increasing relevance that these shared digital spaces may surpass the idea 
of being a mere digital forum to log in to. Shared digital space, aside from enticing 
citizens to occupy the Tahir Squares or Wall Streets of this world (Castells 2012), can 
also become place, a destination in its own right for people to travel to and become 
part of (Rheingold 1994). These places have the potential to form a digital, collective 
memory; not only of the actions taken together in shared physical space, but also as 
an exchange platform that constantly undergoes transformation. Hence, we can see 
cyberspace as an opportunity to become more closely connected (Cresswell 2002; 
Rheingold 1994).
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Simultaneously, we must not forget that these layers of code are typically not open 
for manipulation by their users. Of course, access to Information and Communication 
Technologies is the most basic hurdle, which prevents many citizens from being able 
to participate in the online public sphere. Going further than this, many citizens will 
also not feel confident enough to participate in discussions as they might not feel 
well-informed about the issues at stake. Furthermore, and this is crucial, the codes 
that our digital communications are embedded in are most often actively designed 
to prevent users taking part in their creation. Most users will lack the knowledge of 
computer programming skills. Instead, these spaces are hosted by companies that 
are aiming to make money out of them and will therefore design them accordingly 
(Graham et al. 2012). Some of the shared digital spaces may have consumer resist-
ance at their core, yet their bedrock will still be commercial servers. True occupancy 
of digital spaces must thus not only attract those left outside of cyberspace but also 
seek to educate them in terms of writing and modifying codes.

digiTal rebellions

The course of consumer resistance does not necessarily start online and then move 
into shared physical space. Time banking illustrates how a movement can utilise the 
Internet for implementing social change that seeks to challenge capitalist modes of 
consumption. The principle of time banking suggests that citizens can engage in 
exchanges that do not have to be valued by monetary means, but can be traded for 
other services. This system works to enable equivalent exchanges through a point 
system which is logged into an online database. This could include, for instance, 
exchanging gardening for Spanish lessons. Participants receive credit points which 
they can trade in for services of their choice. This alternative economic system, 
according to (Jonas 2010: 15), addresses the fact that ‘often the labour performed in 
capitalism carries no equivalent remuneration in the form of payment; nor are certain 
forms of work and enterprise always valued in a moral and legal sense’. Therefore, 
Jonas argues, goods and services produced through the means of capitalistic practice 
acquire a higher value than the labour that went into them, ultimately generating 
profits for land and capital owners. In contrast, within time banks labour is performed 
in a non-exploitative fashion with the result of finding a sort of equivalence in time 
value. Further, Seyfang (2004) argues that time banking can give its participants the 
opportunity to develop vital skills that are beneficial to personal development as well 
as job searching, such as ‘confidence-building’ and ‘forging social networks’ 
(Seyfang 2004: 62). Rather than just presenting economic value to the individual, 
time banking goes beyond that by offering members tangible social benefits. In 
either case, the role of digital space is critical here, as time banking cannot be as 
effectively implemented on the basis of physical infrastructures alone.

More than just connecting members of a movement digitally and providing online 
platforms and infrastructures, digital spaces enable individuals to become part of 
digital networks and create social ties that can transfuse into their everyday lives 
(Petróczi et al. 2007). Regardless of whether users meet one another in the reality of 
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a shared physical space, digital social ties can support them throughout their day-to-
day struggles as well as their collective joys. These digital social ties are often found 
in social networks that are grouped around a particular interest.

Based on findings from a netnographic study, Seraj (2012) also explores the impor-
tance of social relationships in online networks. Her research shows that the success 
of an online platform is strongly determined by its ability to not only provide high 
quality content, but also the degree to which a platform enables interactivity between 
users and governs the culture of the community through monitoring the tone and 
ambience of its forums. When these factors work successfully together, Seraj (2012: 
213) argues, online platforms create a high ‘perceived value of online community’ 
that will sustain its website traffic for a longer period of time. Seraj’s work therefore 
indicates the importance of curating online spaces in order for them to fulfil their 
intended community functions.

Considering the backdrop of research findings purported by Seraj (2012) and 
Petróczi et  al. (2007), the question remains as to what the qualitative differences 
between social interactions in shared physical versus shared digital space are. 
Rheingold (1994), one of the pioneers of digital communities, documented the first 
real-life meeting of his online parenting group. While members had previously only 
used the digital space to extensively exchange parenting tips from their remote loca-
tions in the USA, this physical encounter introduced faces to the previously disem-
bodied discourse. Thanks to their in-depth exchanges in times when children were ill 
and lonely parents found solace through the digital support of others, they had estab-
lished deep, meaningful connections in this shared online space. These relationships 
were now transferred offline during their first joint picnic in a park. Though many of 
them might not have developed friendships on the same deep level had they met in 
real life, the community continued to meet annually for a picnic in the park and watch 
each other’s children grow up.

In addition to this, Nip’s (2004) study is a rare exploration of the qualitative differ-
ences between the offline and online spaces of a community. Focusing on the digital 
bulletin board of a queer women’s group in Hong Kong, Nip found that the online 
spaces employed considerably different discourses and messages from those com-
monly used offline. Remarkably, a number of individuals in the qualitative part of 
her study were reported to feel a strong sense of belonging to the online space of the 
‘Queen Sisters’ network despite not having frequented any of its offline spaces.

Kleine (2005) addresses similar issues in her empirical study on e-commerce as a 
new form of outlet for the Fair Trade products of gepa, the largest German Fair Trade 
brand. In posing the question as to whether the Internet can provide new potential for 
a marginal product that had thus far only been sold in a select few outlets frequently 
located in the vicinity of churches, Kleine argues that the possibility of making Fair 
Trade purchases online was favoured by some individuals who did not want contact 
with sales representatives of the so-called ‘One World’ shops. Meanwhile, for other 
consumers it was the social contact that made brick and mortar shopping more 
enticing. Therefore, one key difference, according to Kleine, is the possibility and 
desirability of social interaction in physical space.

Beyond social encounters (and lack thereof), one can further consider the multi-
sensorialiti(es) of physical and digital places. Phenomenological experiences based 
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on smell and touch, for instance, are (for now) impossible in the online realm and 
yet these are essential to processes of emplacement and displacement alike (e.g. 
Casey 1993). Furthermore, questions of agency translate differently in online 
realms where there is little opportunity to alter, reconfigure and subvert space. 
Beyond moving to less commoditised online spaces (e.g. encrypted ones), more 
politically inclined consumer-citizens may choose to minimise their engagement 
with the online realm altogether (e.g. avoiding Facebook, twitter) and yet others 
may attempt to subvert them through intensively employing and exploiting their 
communicative power (Hoelscher 2017).

ConClusion

Current consumer research is considerably more advanced in terms of understanding 
space as both the context and object of (anti)consumption activity (Chatzidakis, 
McEachern and Warnaby 2017). Accordingly, geographical and spatial concepts such 
as space, place and scale are commonplace across various studies examining the impor-
tance of spatial dimensions and the ideological nature of various consumptionscapes 
and servicescapes such as flagship stores (Kozinets et al. 2004), theme parks (O’Guinn 
and Belk 1989), and festival shopping malls (Maclaran and Brown 2005). Concurrently, 
triadic understandings, advanced by the likes of Henri Lefebvre, Ed Soja, Tim Creswell 
and David Harvey, are increasingly applied in a variety of consumption contexts, from 
guerilla parks (Chatzidakis et al. 2012) and eco-villages (Vicdan and Hong 2017) to 
graffiti art (Visconti et al. 2010). Common in such analyses is the insistence in moving 
beyond the physical and seemingly neutral space, to acknowledge more experiential, 
phenomenological and ideological dimensions (Low 2016). In addition, there is 
increasing emphasis on the multi-sensoriality of consumerscapes, foregrounding 
senses such as sound and smell (Canniford, Riach and Hill 2017); and increased inter-
est in the intersection of temporal with spatial factors (Chatzidakis et al. 2017).

Despite the theoretical sophistication in current spatialisations of consumer culture 
there is still little in the way of understanding the digital realms, the possibilities of 
resistance and perhaps more importantly, the intersection of the physical with the 
digital. Accordingly, this chapter has attempted to sketch a state-of-the-art overview 
of the key concepts that underpin our current understandings of online and offline 
realms. In moving forward, we suggest that future research examines the continual 
(and often conflictual) intersection of physical with digital spaces. As these spaces 
increasingly inform and reflect one another, so should our understanding of them.
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11
Consumer Culture Theory: A 

Front-row Seat at the Sidelines

L inda L .  Pr ice

In pursuit of knowledge, every day something is acquired. In pursuit of wisdom, every day some-
thing is dropped (Lao Tzu, cited in Weick 2006, p. 1727)

inTroduCTion

Long ago I lived in Pittsburgh and went to Pirates’ baseball games typically sitting 
somewhere between 3rd base and home plate. I was new to the game. My prior 
experience included occasionally watching a World Series baseball game on televi-
sion with my dad. Consequently, I was trying to make sense of both what was hap-
pening on the field and what was happening in the stands around me. I spent as much 
time watching ‘regulars’ record stats as I spent watching pitchers put out players (and 
at this particular point in time it was a pitchers’ game in Pittsburgh). I soaked it all 
up, stooping to the symbolic consumption of hotdogs (pretty much in opposition to 
everything I believe in), and vigorously embracing the seventh inning stretch, when 
the score was typically 1–0 if we were winning. I’m sure I could have willingly spent 
a lifetime watching those games and still never felt like an insider, like someone who 
knew what was happening and could dissect the meaning of the practices, rituals and 
game, the way Douglas Holt did as a baseball spectator in Chicago’s Wrigley Field 
(Holt 1995). I feel a bit the same way as I reflect on consumer culture theory and 
how it came to be a term wantonly used to signal belongingness to an academic tribe 
or the ‘other’ – the mysterious essence and properties of people labeled that way – 
those people who do ‘weird science’ (Brown and Schau 2008).

The rise of neoliberal ideology that bifurcated consumption and production has 
deep roots. However, some scholars posit a consequential rise of neoliberalism at the 
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beginning of the 1980s that fundamentally altered ‘the meaning and significance of 
consumption, markets and marketing’ (Fitchett, Patsiaouras and Davies 2014, 498). 
In fact, during the 1980s, we saw many scholarly communities arguably linked to 
this neoliberal surge assemble into ‘fields’. Some intersect closely with consumer 
culture theory such as the rise of the sociology of consumption, concurrent with the 
cultural turn, globalization and the ubiquitous rise of consumer culture (Featherstone 
1991; Sassatelli 2007; Warde 2015). Around this same time, theories of consumption 
took on increased attention and weight in anthropology (cf., Appadurai 1988; Douglas 
and Isherwood 1978; Miller 1987). In fact, in a provocative critique of the concept of 
‘consumption’, Graeber (2011), citing Arnould and Thompson (2005), describes the 
‘synthetic discipline’, called ‘consumer culture theory’ as emerging from ‘the increas-
ing number of anthropologists,’ working in business schools and the corporate world 
(2011, p. 491). Other vibrant examples, such as the growth of services marketing 
(Berry and Parasuraman 1993) and strategic management (Hambrick and Chen 2008) 
may share fewer intellectual roots or market problems, but nonetheless as intellectual 
social movements share many structural similarities (Coskuner-Balli 2013).

Emerging fields always entail the contention that existing academic fields have 
overlooked or are inadequate to address important problems. However, some do so 
without the repudiation or claim of incorrectness of any existing fields. Such was the 
case for services marketing and strategic management. Others have more contentious 
beginnings that confront firmly held ontological beliefs about how the world works. 
Arguably, such was the case for consumer culture theory (Anderson 1986; Hunt 1990; 
Sherry 1991; Zaltman 1983). Regardless, using criteria that define academic ‘“fields” 
as “reputational work organizations” that are granted the right to evaluate members and 
some permanence in the academic establishment’ (Hambrick and Chen 2008, p. 32; 
Whitley 1984), consumer culture theory has become an academic community with 
differentiation, increased legitimacy in established journals and adjacent established 
fields, and a mobilization of like-minded scholars in various forums (Coskuner-Balli 
2013; Hambrick and Chen 2008; MacInnis and Folkes 2010; Merton 1973). As with 
any story of origin, there are multiple narratives about how consumer culture theory 
took root and came into existence (cf. Belk 2014; Bode and Østergaard 2013; Cova, 
Maclaran and Bradshaw 2013; Levy 2003; Tadajewski 2006). When I agreed to write 
this chapter I was shocked to afterward learn about the already numerous telling and 
retelling of the origins of CCT – obviously I fell asleep at the ballgame!

In the face of many stories, my own story is of a seat on a sideline – just like all 
those mysterious baseball games I attended, enjoyed and never quite understood – 
equally bewildered by the players and the fans. Like those baseball games I watched, 
it is also told as an American story and doesn’t include the numerous consequential 
European and other scholars who have different, important stories (Askegaard and 
Scott 2013).

With my brief, partial story, I hope to underscore four things about origin myths: 
(1) we privilege intentional actions over luck, chance and circumstance; (2) we privi-
lege a few core actors over many significant peripheral actors; (3) we dwell on our 
gains and ignore, hide or forget our losses; and (4) even as context is our game, we are 
remarkably unconscious of the water we swim in (Tucker 1974). I use ‘we’ intention-
ally. I’m remarkably proud of any small role I have played in the ‘we’ that is CCT.  
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At the same time I aspire more for our remarkable and resilient consumer culture the-
ory community, and I aspire more for the broader consumer research and marketing 
community that sits at the portal between today and a sustainable, fruitful tomorrow.

As many excellent chapters in this volume portend, we are at a fundamental inflec-
tion point where the world is not just rapidly changing, but ‘is being dramatically 
reshaped’ in many realms all at once (Friedman 2016, p. 28). Whether in the intro-
duction of Airbnb (Miles, this volume); or the flexible, rapidly changing collaborative 
networks that ‘present different forms of interaction and exchange in the same set-
ting’ (Cova and Dalli, this volume; Scaraboto 2015); or recent challenges to how we 
define and understand gift-giving when ‘green (currency) goes with everything’ and 
I can print your branded gift with my 3-D Printer (Otnes, this volume; Rindfleisch 
and O’Hern 2015), we are entering a new world where what we knew before 2007 is 
increasingly obsolete (Freidman 2016).

In what follows I begin with my own version of how consumer researchers 
moved: from an abstract consumer to investigating a feeling, thinking doing person; 
embracing multiple ontologies; and recognizing a consumer culture theory academic 
sub-discipline category. I hope to stress the idiosyncratic character of all these 
narratives, of which there are now many. I then return to four modest points I wish 
to make as we enter the next decade of our organizational history: how luck, chance 
and circumstances aid in becoming; the key role of peripheral actors; imagining 
what is missing, hidden, absent in our growing assemblage; and perhaps being more 
cognizant of the water we swim in. All of these points have been made by others 
before, but at this critical inflection point are perhaps worth repeating.

From absTraCT Consumer To a Feeling, Thinking,  
doing Person

To be clear, I felt like I was there when ‘we’ took baby steps to resist an approach to 
consumer behavior that was remarkably detached from any actual person (only 
sometimes a consumer) experiencing any actual thing in any real social, cultural 
world (Tucker 1974). I remember being taken aback by experiments that in the name 
of ‘control’ took out everything people use in their lives to make decisions (including 
brand names), and struck by the way it seemed that men sat in offices and imagined 
how ‘people’ made bread purchases without actually ever asking about, observing, 
or participating in their wives’ purchase of bread, much less my mother’s purposeful, 
warming and methodical process of making bread instead of buying it – which I 
identified not as consumption but as ‘doing family’ (Epp and Price 2008; Moisio, 
Arnould and Price 2004; Price 2015). I use these gender terms deliberately because 
it was mostly men imagining mostly women (Fischer and Bristor 1994).

Imagine how excited I was when people (still mostly men) started to do something 
different? For example, I was delighted as a PhD student to uncover Jim Bettman’s 
research. For his operations research dissertation in 1969 he followed his wife and 
a couple of her friends around a grocery store for a couple of months with a kind 
of clunky audio methodology and a brilliant insight that he might learn something 
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from examining an actual person buying bread and the myriad process of things 
she considered that weren’t on anyone’s radar. As Kassarjian later noted, ‘Bettman  
was attempting to record and model the behavior of real consumers in real grocery 
stores long before any of us had heard the term naturalistic inquiry’ (1993, p. 6). I was 
there on the sidelines when C.W. Park looked at how couples muddle through the home-
buying process without specific decision attributes and weights to find something that 
‘feels like home’, and admitted in a footnote to losing some of the data, which never 
once detracted from the integrity of what we knew to be the story (Park 1982).

I was there when Beth Hirschman presented her own fraught, emotional efforts to 
select childcare for her precious children (1987), reverberated decades later in Epp and 
Velagaleti (2014) as they considered parent outsourcing options and constraints. I was 
with Beth again when she took us to a place of fantasy and fun (Holbrook and Hirschman 
1982), and again when she went into the dark depths of addiction (Hirschman 1992). In 
1981 I was handed Melanie Wallendorf’s dissertation as a guide for how to write one, 
even though I was steeped at that time in Kahneman and Tversky (1975) – an intellec-
tual love affair I would never recover from, but can make sense of as a life-long pursuit 
of how and why contexts matter (Price, Arnould and Moisio 2006).

I was there when the consumer odyssey pulled into town to learn about consum-
ers’ complex and nuanced relationships to possessions (Belk, Wallendorf and Sherry 
1989) and again when it became an MSI (Marketing Science Institute) ‘movie,’ that 
also involved endorsement by an established, legitimized market-facing organization. 
I was there when John Sherry introduced us to consumer gift giving (1983), took us to 
market (1990) and pushed us to imagine the limits of how we express and articulate 
the world around us (Sherry and Schouten 2002). So, I was there as disembodied 
consumers became living, breathing, exotic, mundane, always surprising instances of 
individual and collective actors in a complex, dynamic, social, cultural world. On the 
sidelines, I was there.

From one onTology To many

I vividly recall when chairs were thrown across an AMA Winter conference room as 
a rigid, sterile form of positivism faced down an encroaching relativism perceived as 
nihilistic in tone and purpose – and there was much truth in these descriptions on 
both sides. From the rear view mirror, reasonable and gracious people, taken to their 
intellectual limits, occupied both sides of the conflict and over time moved toward 
reconciliation and engagement – perhaps not as quickly or effectively as some of us 
hoped. I remember as Laura Anderson and Julie Ozanne gave us a path forward, a 
way to recognize, structure and perhaps reconcile differences (Hudson and Ozanne 
1988). I held hands with fellow Pittsburgh faculty and PhD students as we watched 
Jerry Zaltman nervously encourage ACR members to pay attention to hidden and 
‘taken for granted’ everyday events at his ACR Presidential address (Zaltman 1983). 
A decade later this lesson would be reinforced by Eric Arnould as we watched young 
girls from an alternative high school braid each other’s hair after ‘shampooing’ in a 
desert river in the early morning of a rafting trip (Arnould and Price 1993).
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I remember when Richard Lutz became editor of JCR, from 1988 to 1990, and made 
consequential acceptance and rejection decisions that would change the course of 
history for publications in consumer research (see also, Lutz 1989). There were ear-
lier precedents, but arguably this is an important moment when consumer culture 
theory took on legitimacy and weight. There was no going back, and from that point 
forward lovely, weird, quirky but consequential papers that focused on consumers in 
context were part of the JCR landscape. For example, publication of the consumer 
odyssey happened on Rich Lutz’s watch. For the record, his watch involved rejecting 
my ‘trait-based’ work on consumer use innovativeness in favor of work that was more 
cultural, social, embedded and dynamic. It’s not quite as stark as that, but the mean-
ing was clear, we were headed somewhere new, somewhere not visited before – we 
were going for a moon shot. Ambivalent at the time, I’m now grateful for Rich Lutz’s 
conviction and fortitude.

I was there when two outlaws took us into heretical territory, arguing that the foun-
dations of our neoliberal myths were shaken (Firat and Venkatesh 1995). We organized 
in opposition to the conventions of consumption (Heretical Consumer Researchers), 
not as a yes, but a no – a conversation of resistance (Penaloza and Price 1993). Years 
later, I was there with David Mick, Connie Pechmann and others as we sought to carve 
out a transformative role for consumer research, not around methodology, but with 
deep regard to circumstances and context (Mick 2006; Mick et al. 2012).

The naming oF Consumer CulTure Theory

I was on the sidelines when two JCR AEs were asked to summarize what we had 
learned from that ‘other category’ that they were AEs for. In contrast with other AEs 
invited to do the same in their already defined spaces, these two AEs decided to write 
something. Further, they coined a term that has been undeniably consequential – they 
judiciously gathered up what had appeared in JCR in their ‘other category’ over the 
past 20 years and themed and then strategically labeled it Consumer Culture Theory 
(Arnould and Thompson 2005). I was often in ‘the other room’ as they debated how 
to position a new consumer research field around what had appeared in the Journal 
of Consumer Research and assigned to that weird ‘other’ space. I watched as this 
term was met with reverence and disdain, and as, regardless of polemics, it gathered 
weight, community and territory. Later, I was part of the inaugural board of a new-
born association that came together and called itself the Consumer Culture Theory 
Consortium, and I even hosted a CCT conference. So, on the sidelines, I was there 
when CCT became a category.

Four modesT lessons From my journey

As I reflect on how things have subsequently unfolded, I remember lessons from long 
ago. What you derive in a factor analysis (or a literature review) is always dependent 
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on what you put into it – the items used to measure a construct will consequentially 
come to define that construct – the face validity of those items as measures of the 
construct must always be questioned (Nunnally and Bernstein 1994). This may seem 
unbelievably obvious to some, but as many others have also noted, it’s consequential 
in how CCT came to include and exclude what it did and the subsequent themes and 
development of the field. The CCT field was not defined on what could or ought to 
be (prospectively), but instead what was and had been (retroactively). It was not 
organized around problems we need to solve, as was the case for TCR. CCT was also 
not defined consensually, by surveying scholars in the amorphous sub-discipline 
(Nag, Hambrick and Chen 2007). I’m not suggesting that these would be better or 
more legitimate ways to build a new academic field, only that they would likely be 
different.

The AEs charged with the task were and remain ‘well aware of the risks of rigidi-
fying and dogmatizing a research tradition that is engendered in the institutionaliza-
tion and branding processes’ (Askegaard 2014, p. 508). Nonetheless, they valiantly 
undertook an initiative to gather the troops and give future purpose while theming, 
per their delegated mission, around what had been done before in the Journal of 
Consumer Research. Moreover they gave due consideration to how to make it legiti-
mate and palatable for an outside audience – how to appear theoretical not context 
driven. How could those in the sub-discipline of consumer culture theory appear as 
trained natives in basic social fields such as anthropology and sociology, rather than 
loosely equipped adventurers, or worse still marauders on a foreign planet? These 
factors were foundational in acceptance of the label and the equivocal, but significant 
legitimacy that followed. Legitimacy building is a key factor in the success of a new 
academic discipline and without it is unlikely to grow and thrive (Hambrick and Chen 
2008; Merton 1973). Metaphorically, the article and themes became a container that 
held some things in and kept other things out, and like all containers, ‘can inhibit or 
expand imagination’s boundaries’ (Zaltman 2016, p. 109).

luCk, ChanCe and CirCumsTanCe

When I contemplate how I ended up on the sidelines at the birth of consumer culture 
theory as a legitimate sub-discipline, it seems altogether improbable. It seems as 
random as that brief period of my life when I went to Pirates’ baseball games. For 
example, my beloved dissertation advisor Rajendra Srivastava does strategy research 
using quantitative methods – nothing remotely close to CCT. I was lucky to join 
marketing when Beth Hirschman was bringing her babies to conferences, and Linda 
Golden (the first woman professor I ever met) was on the marketing faculty at UT 
Austin. It was a lucky chance to early on be surrounded by imaginative and curious 
people defined less by what they knew and more by what they didn’t yet know. It was 
a lucky chance that I serendipitously tripped over phenomena that left me with burn-
ing questions that forced me to learn new tools to answer them. I was lucky to early 
on meet people such as Tom Tucker (who was already problematizing the bifurcation 
of production and consumption) and Jerry Zaltman (2000) who encouraged everyone 
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around him to take a hike into the real lives of people and organizations and into 
disciplines as far-ranging as possible. Jerry Zaltman is still encouraging us to enter 
into a ‘new age of imagination’ (Zaltman 2016), against a backdrop of what many 
scholars describe as an ‘age of fragmentation’, fragmentation not around specialized 
attention to a problem such as curing cancer (or studying the cancer patient’s journey), 
but around methods and turf (Coulter 2016).

When a narrative foregrounds chance, luck and circumstance, taking credit for 
unfolding successes is much harder, and actors’ intentions are blurred into relational 
capacities, networks and flows, often at odds with intentions (Frank 2016). Moreover, 
we can see how positional concerns may interrupt or displace collective welfare. 
Robert Frank developed arguments over decades and several books about how posi-
tional concerns that serve the individual can decrease everyone’s welfare – he draws 
on vivid examples from the animal kingdom, noting for example that while the size 
of an individual elk’s horns gives him a position of privilege, when all elks’ horns get 
larger as a result, the species suffers in myriad ways. He compellingly demonstrates 
that people too fall victim to these sub-optimal collective outcomes. For example, 
he illustrates how positional concerns fuel luxury fever for contemporary consumer 
societies in ways that hurt all of us (Frank 2010).

Many important rewards depend on relative position, so it is not surprising that 
people, animals and organizations find it hard to resist scrambling for it (Frank 
2016). But these scrambles come with collective costs. As an academic sub-
discipline, it behooves us to be attentive to luck, chance and circumstances and how 
these forces include and exclude certain human and non-human actors. We should 
also ask whether and how positional concerns might be influencing what we study 
and who we study with. Are we chasing a new theory as a tool of knowledge to solve 
an important problem, or as something as impressive as a Rolex watch to flaunt in 
academic circles?

The key role oF PeriPheral aCTors

Perhaps my own improbable journey makes me attentive to the peripheral actors that 
participated in breathing life into this new academic field. I could have named many 
more peripheral actors than I have space for in this chapter (see also Askegaard and 
Scott 2013). If peripheral players have been highly consequential in helping our 
ideas flourish, then as consumer culture theorists, we want to insure that our newly 
filled container is porous and flexible, that we can take things out and put things in – 
that we have room for something and someone else – that we understand the value 
of territorializing, but also morphogenic, de-territorializing processes (Bajde 2013; 
Deleuze 1994; Price and Epp 2015). In an age of acceleration, when everything is 
changing fast, we may feel loss and anxiety that leads us to close down the container 
(walled away) rather than reaching for how to create a stronger, larger floor 
(Friedman 2016).

Acknowledging the myriad roles of peripheral actors, including where we were 
educated, whom we met early on, how the departments we live in are structured, and 



The SAGe hAndbook of ConSumer CulTure186

so on, can perhaps make us more sensitive to the arbitrary, fluid and consequential 
character of our assemblages – and to how easy it is for actors and relations to slip 
into and out of our networks and lines of flight. Or, how easy it is for an assemblage 
to fall apart (Parmentier and Fischer 2015). We must be careful to hold on to the 
essence of our community, without reifying an existing set of actors and their struc-
tural relations (Harman 2013). Are we sometimes so tightly territorialized around our 
long-ago published ideas, or our version of a theory or construct, that there’s no room 
for anyone else to breathe new life into them? Are we sometimes so attached to ideas 
about what belongs or doesn’t in our community that we become irrelevant to the 
outside world that is shifting before our eyes? Have we closed the door on strangers 
who could invite us to think differently?

imagining whaT is missing, hidden, absenT

According to Jerry Zaltman, ‘Imagination is a special instance of thought. It is a 
process of thinking about something that is missing. Like all thought, its dynamics 
are shaped by the subject it is about’ (2016, p. 99). In a book (and a TED talk), his-
torian Noah Harari (2014) explains that imagination (by which he means the ability 
to create and believe fictional stories) explains why humans dominate planet earth. 
Our imaginations give us the collective capacity to cooperate both flexibly and in 
large numbers. In other work, I talk about how important it is to consider not just the 
material and expressive, but also the imaginative relational capacities of actors (Epp, 
Schau and Price 2014; Price 2012; Price and Epp 2015). Whereas, other species 
describe reality, we collectively imagine things – and it turns out that relational 
capacity is highly consequential. In his subsequent book Noah Harari imagines what 
that might mean for our future (2016).

Several scholars have drawn attention to what CCT could become or has failed 
to become as a result of what happened and what happens next. Just like mine, 
these are all fictional stories. Perhaps none is as playfully poignant as the narrative 
outlined by Bode and Østergaard (2013) as a cautionary tale for balancing radical 
and pragmatic voices to ensure a sustainable, dynamic future life for CCT. All of 
these narratives are imaginings of what is missing, hidden or absent. Have we lost 
our macro-focus (Cova, Maclaran and Bradshaw 2013)? Where is our attention 
to the marginalized, the disenfranchised, and the powerless (Askegaard and Scott 
2013)? These imaginings are a vital collective capacity that we must empower and 
privilege whether they seem to emanate from actors within or outside our current 
assemblage.

As I noted earlier, for whatever may have ‘gone missing’ as we became a cat-
egory, one thing we gained is institutional legitimacy. CCT can posture for position 
and more easily contend for its share of institutional turf. It turns out that because 
of my lucky and improbable life, I was less attentive to issues of legitimacy than 
others. In some ways legitimacy seeking was hidden from me because of privilege. 
I wasn’t aspiring to be accepted or respected by some mother discipline, although 
I had a more or less voracious appetite for all of them. Hence, I was content to be 
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a loosely equipped adventurer on a foreign planet – although I decline the label 
‘marauder’. I’m not saying legitimacy doesn’t matter, clearly it does. Legitimacy 
especially feels important when people feel it is questioned or at risk. But it is 
perhaps still worth asking not only what we gain from disciplinary legitimacy, but 
also what we lose.

Other scholars have argued that our ‘quest for respect’, whether from economics, 
psychology, sociology, anthropology or something else prevents us from engaging in 
organic theorizing that might be more fruitful in addressing the intractable problems 
we face (Kohli 2017). We face perplexing and intractable problems – problems that 
are fundamentally reshaping how we do theory, research and live our lives. The 
accelerating speed of innovations, including new ideas is far outpacing the capacities 
of people and our structures to adapt and absorb them (Friedman 2016, p. 31). As 
Eric ‘Astro’ Teller, CEO of Google’s X research and development lab described it to 
Thomas Friedman, we turn over technology platforms ‘in five, to seven years, but it 
takes ten to fifteen years to adapt to it’ (2016, p. 32). In other forums I have talked 
about how big, fast, deep data is rapidly changing how we theorize and do research 
(Nielsen 2012; Price 2015b). Arguably, collaborative science makes traditional 
sources of legitimacy as well as disciplinary boundaries more ambiguous and less 
relevant. Computer scientists identify medical cures, and non-scientists discover 
galaxies and stars. Everywhere there is a sweeping democratization of science, with 
both positive and negative implications for all of us.

As CCT researchers we need to think about how to bring our appreciation for 
context, social lives and culture to uncover insights from varied, new and hybrid 
forms of data, analyzed in old, new and hybrid ways (Horst and Miller 2013; 
Kozinets 2015). For example, what insights might we uncover from looking at 
dynamic flows of cell phone usage before and after a Tsunami, that other social 
scientists might not (Gordon 2007)? The pace of technological change should 
provoke us to consider expanding our data collection and analysis tools in myriad 
ways. Insights for action in this accelerated, hyper-connected world will be ever 
more needed (Friedman 2016; Taleb 2012). Moreover, as others have argued, there 
are many things that big data doesn’t do particularly well, including understanding 
the social, cultural world.

As we contemplate what we have gained from becoming a ‘separate’ academic 
sub-discipline, with our own forums and distinct voice, it is worth considering 
whether there are important things that are now missing, currently hidden, or absent 
from our view? By imagining some of those absences, can we strengthen our value to 
external and internal actors alike?

The waTer we swim in

Over the years I have become a ‘consumer researcher’ – it was never something I set 
out to do, and I’m ambivalent about the label – although I love the associations and 
people I’m linked to. I noticed perplexing things around me and then studied them 
in search of personal answers without intending to study consumer behavior. I was 
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encouraged and enabled to define all of it as consumer behavior (cf., Belk 1987). 
And, it has been a grand adventure (Price 2014)! Until recently, I didn’t worry about 
the way it seemed that people had become only consumers, and brands and 
consumption had become the polluted water we swim in. I had this nagging feeling 
that as we study friendships, families, communities and experiences, it is important 
to distinguish between what is commercial and what is not – even as these things are 
inextricably intertwined (Price 2015a; Price and Arnould 1999; Thomas, Price and 
Schau 2013). However, far more thoughtful people drove me to consider the need to 
interrogate consumption more profoundly (Graeber 2011; Vargo and Lusch 2011; 
Wilk 2004). Although Bob Lusch continued to grapple with how to avoid the term, 
he felt consumer connoted something ‘rather passive, final connotations of a “target” 
with a primary activity of using stuff up, rather than creating and contributing’ 
(Vargo and Lusch 2011, p. 181). As Doukas writes in response to Graeber’s (2011) 
provocative essay, ‘Relegated to the sphere of consumption, social life appears as the 
pursuit of products, its life-giving creativity all but forgotten. In this ideological 
regime social life itself … can appear as “a gift granted us by the captains of 
industry”’ (Graeber et al. (2011, p. 503). Wilk (2004) problematizes consumption as 
fire, destruction, waste and using things up, especially eating things up.

Other scholars question whether we can escape markets and brands, and give us 
troubling answers (Holt 2002; Kozinets 2002). Nonetheless, from ‘people engaging 
in a complex community organized around forms of (relatively unalienated) 
production’, to people using up water, fossil fuels and creating destruction 
and waste there is a continuum of ‘consumption’ worthy of more investigation 
(Bauman 2013; Graeber 2011, p. 500). This becomes ever more important as lines 
between consumption and production become increasingly blurred. This also 
becomes more important because the inflection point of 2007 ‘has blown apart the 
basic workplace that we have known since the Industrial Revolution blew away 
the guild-based workplace’ (Friedman 2016, p. 238). How we understand work 
and consumption are going away. In fact, ‘work’ as we know it may be going 
away. As culture theorists who also operate with attention to market phenomena 
we are perfectly situated to investigate this evolving reality, but to do so we must 
attend to the water we swim in. Howard S. Becker (2008) in defense of his work 
on outsiders noted that he never intended for it to be an overarching theory, but 
meant only to focus attention on the way ‘labeling places the actor in circumstances 
which make it harder for him to continue the normal routines of everyday life and  
thus provoke him to “abnormal” actions’ (p. 179). Becker is a quintessential 
example of a social scientist always trying to climb out of the water, to understand 
what is on the other side of a taken for granted reality – the other side of a label. 
Karl Weick (2006) also warns us to use our categories wisely. Everyday categories 
serve us well, they help us register what is happening in our world and what it 
means for us, but we must be careful that categories serve us and not the other way 
around. As Weick eloquently describes: ‘organization is talked into existence when 
portions of smoke-like conversation are preserved in crystal-like texts that are 
then articulated by agents speaking on behalf of an emerging collectivity’ (2006,  
p. 1725). We should be grateful for and vigilant about our categories because these 
categories are the water we swim in.
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ConClusion

The after-the-fact, ex post, life-trailing nature of consciousness generally – occurrence first, for-
mulation later on – appears in anthropology as a continual effort to devise systems of discourse 
that can keep up, more or less, with what, perhaps, is going on. (Geertz 1995, p. 19)

When I first read Clifford Geertz’s book After the Fact it perfectly captured my non-
anthropological life – I was constantly dropping in on a parade that had been going 
on while I was somehow away and trying to figure out what happened in the interim. 
I began this chapter with my own version of how consumer researchers moved from 
an abstract consumer to embrace a feeling, thinking doing person; began to embrace 
multiple ontologies; and established consumer culture theory as a category and 
legitimate sub-discipline. It is a story filled with chance omissions and commissions 
that have to do with my own dropping in and out of an ongoing parade.

I next described what I think might be four modest take-away lessons from this long 
journey to legitimacy. First, we must attend to the luck, chance and circumstances of 
our becoming an academic sub-discipline, and further recognize the collective risks 
of jockeying for relative position or taking credit for individual successes. As part of 
that, we must look for who was left out and disadvantaged by circumstance, without 
placing intentionality or blame on other actors.

Second, we must recognize and value the vital impact of peripheral actors in becom-
ing a sub-discipline. People such as Jim Bettman, C.W. Park, Richard Lutz, many 
people I haven’t mentioned, and my own dissertation advisor Rajendra Srivastava, 
only look like outsiders because of a special spin on our origin tale. Many others, 
unmentioned provoked us on our course. For my own part, I read Maurice Godelier 
(1973) and Arlie Hochschild (1979) accidentally as a PhD student, and they have 
been subtly influencing my course of thinking to the present day. And this caution is 
prospective, encouraging us to make sure we are welcoming and inviting of differ-
ences and disruption.

Third, labels and legitimacy have consequences. We should be highly attentive 
to what we gained (which was substantial), but also reflexive of what was hidden, 
missing, or absent from the process of containing and territorializing us. We 
must empower the vital collective imaginings of absences within and outside our 
community. Perhaps because snapchat is not a second skin, I’m attentive to how the 
world around me is changing – I teach from textbooks that seem like ancient scrolls – 
distant from the world we live in. We must be wary of what we are missing because 
we live in our labels.

Fourth, and relatedly, it is time to call into question whether consumer and con-
sumption is the full scope and interest of our sub-discipline. Perhaps we should more 
attentively study the full continuum of how markets and people interact without 
neglecting the relatively un-alienated and creative production of people and social sys-
tems, as well as the repression and omission from market systems that thrives amidst 
all our reported predominance of branding and market activity. Moreover, I could be 
entirely wrong, but possibly marketing, as we know it, is going away. If so, we should 
be prepared to cast aside our labels, and embark on sojourns as imaginative, loosely 
equipped adventurers (not marauders) on the increasingly foreign planet earth.
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12
Consumer Identity Projects

Gretchen Larsen and Maur ice  Pat terson

In late capitalism, consumption is the arena where personal and group identities are fought over, 
contested, precariously put together and licked into shape. The Western consumer readily trans-
figures into an identity seeker. Whether choosing goods, exploring them, buying them, displaying 
them, disfiguring them or giving them away, consumers are, above all, frequently presented as 
thirsting for identity and using commodities to quench this thirst. (Gabriel and Lang 2006: 79)

inTroduCTion

The use of goods in the service of identity projects is widely acknowledged as a 
central concern within contemporary consumer culture (Arnould and Thompson 
2005; Belk 1988; Bocock 1993). Indeed, it has become something of a truism within 
studies of consumers to suggest that consumption is the core arena within which 
personal and collective identities are constructed, performed and contested. It must 
be recognized, however, that such a suggestion may also be an effect of the theoreti-
cal and analytical focus within the field of research on consumer culture (Shankar 
et al. 2009) in combination with a hermeneutic research approach that ‘focuses on 
the symbolic meanings and processes by which individuals construct a coherent 
sense of self-identity (i.e. a life narrative)’ (Thompson 1996: 389).

To sustain and fuel the consumer demand underpinning economic growth, the 
market encourages and lionizes individualization and individuality (Jafari and 
Goulding 2008), qualities made manifest through freedom of choice, the ‘core value 
and emblem’ (Gabriel and Lang 2006) of contemporary consumer culture. Through 
choice, consumers are able to pursue fulfillment, autonomy and freedom (Bauman 
1988) and, ultimately, endeavor to ‘become’ (Giddens 1991). In this regard, consumers 
have long been understood as identity-seekers (Arnould and Thompson 2005; Gabriel 
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and Lang 2006). As a result, the identity project takes center stage in depictions of 
contemporary consumption and under these circumstances all consumer choices 
impact upon identity and come to represent it to the outside world (Miles 1999).

Fundamentally, the notion of the identity project suggests that people are actively 
concerned about the creation, enhancement, transformation and maintenance of a 
sense of identity (Bardhi et al. 2012; Belk 1988). Consumption is argued to perform 
a vital service in this regard by anchoring and buttressing identity (Bardhi et al. 2012; 
McCracken 1986), facilitating on-going negotiations across time (Syrjälä 2016) that 
bolster past lives and pre-empt future opportunities for self-making (Epp and Price 
2008; Hill 1991). Further, the cultural imperative to work upon identity has become 
inescapable, demanding symbolic work of consumers at unprecedented levels such 
that they process ‘an ever-expanding supply of fashions, cultural texts, tourist expe-
riences, cuisines, mass cultural icons, and the like’ (Holt 2002: 87). This cultural 
imperative is underscored by the waning influence of long-established social catego-
ries such as class, gender and occupation (Bocock 1993) and by the dilemmas of the 
self (Giddens 1991) that include ‘fragmentation, powerlessness, uncertainty and a 
struggle against commodification’ (Elliott and Wattanasuwan 1998: 131).

Identity work, then, necessitates the shrewd deployment of products and brands, 
their meanings, and the discourses surrounding them, such that a person is seen to 
be consuming the right stuff in the right ways (Belk et  al. 1989; Bengtsson et  al. 
2005; Cronin et al. 2014; Elliott and Wattanasuwan 1998; Gabriel and Lang 2006; 
Lury 1996; McCracken 1990). What is more, this negotiation of identity is influenced 
not only by embracing particular kinds of consumption but also by efforts to resist, 
abandon and avoid particular consumption artifacts, patterns and meanings (Hogg 
et al. 2009; Thompson and Haytko 1997; Wattanasuwan 2005). Moreover, achiev-
ing distinction and difference through these means relies increasingly on an ability 
to individuate and re-elaborate the material and symbolic offerings of the market 
(Arnould and Thompson 2005; Holt 1998).

Meanwhile, and despite the urge towards individuality, we continue to deploy con-
sumption to help us connect to collective identities; that is, we also pursue sameness 
in either its objective or subjective forms (Brubaker and Cooper 2000). As Elliott and 
Wattanasuwan (1998) contend, identity work is not only directed inward in respect of 
the self-symbolism of consumption, it is also directed outward in the urge towards col-
lective identities through social symbolism because ‘even sovereign identities require 
the interpretive support of others to give them ballast’ (Holt 2002: 83). These collec-
tive identities have been variously referred to as subcultures of consumption (Kozinets 
2001; Schouten and McAlexander 1995), consumer tribes (Cova 1997; Cova et al. 
2007; Goulding et al. 2009; Goulding, Shankar and Canniford 2013) and brand com-
munities (McAlexander et al. 2002; Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001; Schau et al. 2009).

The declining influence of traditional cultural institutions (McAlexander et  al. 
2014), the devolution of responsibility to the individual, and the sheer volume of 
choices open to consumers have conspired to make identity projects ever more com-
plex (Seregina and Schouten 2017). Further compounding matters are a marketing 
culture that actively promotes a veritable production line of potential, though increas-
ingly unstable identity positions from which to choose (Goulding et al. 2002; Kellner 
1992). Part of such complexity includes the multiplicity of identities that consumers 
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are called upon to negotiate. According to Carrington et al. (2015), consumers may 
deal with such multiplicity by embracing it (Firat and Venkatesh 1995; Goulding 
et  al. 2009), managing it by pursuing a coherent identity narrative (Murray 2002; 
Thompson 1996; Thompson and Haytko 1997), or by deploying a range of coping 
strategies (Ahuvia 2005; Schau and Gilly 2003).

We continue the discussion of consumer identity projects in this chapter by first 
outlining a number of perspectives on identity in consumer culture. Next we take 
up the nature of consumer identity projects as drawing from the internal-external 
dialectic of identification (Jenkins 2014), and trace the outline of their emancipatory 
potential. Following consideration of the very real limits imposed on at least some 
consumers in terms of their ability to engage in identity play, we begin a process of 
rethinking the connections between consumption and identity against the backdrop 
of processes of stigmatization.

PersPeCTives on idenTiTy in Consumer CulTure

The notion of identity is ubiquitous and pervasive, applying to all living creatures 
including humans, as well as to things and substances. As such, identity is a concept 
that many of us feel we intuitively understand – it is, at its most basic, ‘the human 
capacity – rooted in language – to know who’s who (and hence what’s what). This 
involves knowing who we are, knowing who others are, them knowing who we are, 
us knowing who they think we are and so on’ (Jenkins 2014: 6). Given the impor-
tance of identity projects in consumer culture, and thus in contemporary life, it would 
be easy to assume that identity is a fundamentally modern concern. In fact, research 
and theory development on identity has a long history both within studies of con-
sumption (Arnould and Thompson 2005; Joy and Li 2012) and across the broader 
social sciences. This broad foundation has led, inevitably, to a multitude of defini-
tions and conceptualizations, a full summary of which is beyond the scope of this 
chapter. It remains important, however, to position the identity project amongst the 
various perspectives on identity within consumer culture research. Specifically, two 
further perspectives can be observed (see Gabriel and Lang 2006), both of which are 
rooted in different ontological positions: ascribed identity and achieved/acquired 
identity. The prevalence of each perspective across the history of consumer research 
broadly aligns with the development of the discipline from its psychological origins 
to a more recent understanding embedded in cultural perspectives (Arnould and 
Thompson 2005, 2007; Holbrook 1995).

Ascribed identity is an outcome of family lineage and a function of social roles 
defined by the contingencies of birth (Jenkins 2014) and is therefore unitary, stable 
and solid (Kellner 1992). It is a fairly essentialist position in that one is born, for 
example, a woman, a prince, a member of a particular class and/or religion, and that 
defines one’s place in the world and provides an orientation to social life. The duality 
of the criteria for identifying a thing or person – similarity and difference – is evident 
in this perspective. These criteria derive from the Latin root of the term identity – late 
Latin identitas from idem same (Oxford Dictionary of English) and which stands 
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for sameness, continuity and distinctiveness (Gabriel and Lang 2006). Thus ascribed 
identity simultaneously specifies with whom a person is the same and from whom 
they are different, and it is fixed. As noted by Gabriel and Lang (2006: 80):

no matter what transformations are undertaken by the individual, his or her identity cannot 
change. Nor is identity a matter of choice, will or desire; identity is the outcome of family lineage. 
In this case, confusion over identity, amounts to confusion over parenthood – i.e. this is confusion 
over facts and not meanings.

From the point of view of an advanced industrialized society, it would be all too easy 
to write this perspective off as historical and anachronistic. However, there are mil-
lions of people globally who do not live in such conditions, and for whom ascribed 
identities are still of utmost centrality (Shankar et al. 2009). For example, Üstüner 
and Holt (2007: 46) investigate the identities of poor migrant women living in a 
Turkish squatter and find that ‘women’s identities constructed within this milieu – as 
brides, wives, and mothers – were relatively stable, rarely understood reflexively as 
identities, and never questioned … The concept of identity project was not 
applicable’.

The second main perspective on identity in consumer culture, is captured in the 
notion of achieved/acquired identity, which is a subjective, changing identity achieved 
with the aid of others throughout the life course (Jenkins 2014). Embedded in the dis-
ciplines of psychology and sociology, achieved/acquired identity revises the qualities 
of ascribed identity and introduces new features (Gabriel and Lang 2006). Through 
his work with traumatized World War II soldiers who had lost their sense of self, the 
psychologist Erikson recognized that identity is not something ascribed or fixed, but 
rather is achieved through interaction with others. Subsequently, the identity crisis 
is a normal stage of ego development in late adolescence and early adulthood from 
which the ideal and happiest outcome is the achievement of an integrated coherent 
identity in which the individual is conscious of both their similarity and difference 
(Erikson 1950/1995). The sociological perspective highlights that achieved/acquired 
identity is forged in the social sphere and temporally located: a sense of past, present 
and future infuses achieved/acquired identity. Jenkins (2014) argues that identity, 
then, is not so much a fixed possession as it is a social process in which the individual 
and the social are inextricably related. Here, identity is subjective, coherent, some-
times precarious and the result of psychological and social work (Gabriel and Lang 
2006). The importance of material objects in the process of identification is key, as 
encapsulated in the significant body of consumer research arising from Belk’s (1988) 
seminal work on the extended self.

Jenkins (2014) notes that, in reality, the difference between perspectives on iden-
tity (ascribed, achieved/acquired, and worked upon identity projects), is not clear-cut 
but is more likely to be a matter of emphasis. While the consumer identity project 
(detailed in the next section) is the prevalent perspective in consumer culture research 
(Arnould and Thompson 2005), it is important to acknowledge that these perspec-
tives are not easily disentangled theoretically or in lived experience. For example, a 
person’s gender identity is complex and complicated. Biological sex (determined by 
physical features such as external genitalia and internal reproductive structures) is 
ascribed at birth, and therefore used to identify a person as male or female. But this 
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ascribed identity also intersects with that person’s internal sense of gender across 
a diversity of binary and non-binary positions; their outward expressions and pres-
entations of gender; society’s norms and expectations surrounding gender roles; as 
well as other social roles. Gender identity can thus be understood simultaneously as 
ascribed, achieved/acquired and as an on-going project, all of which intersect in a 
multitude of ways with the market and consumer culture (e.g. Hein and O’Donohoe 
2014; Thompson and Üstüner 2015).

Consumer idenTiTy ProjeCTs

Contemporary consumer society has emerged as part of a historical process that has 
led to advanced, capitalist political-economies, which are dominated by the logic of 
economic growth and characterized by mass markets and cultural attitudes that 
ensure that rising incomes are used to purchase an ever-growing output of market 
offerings (e.g. Chatzidakis et al. 2014). Economic forces push towards commodifica-
tion; where undifferentiated goods are produced en masse at minimal cost. 
Meanwhile, no (figurative or actual) stone is left unturned as the market penetrates 
every conceivable aspect of our lives, from nature (Castree 2003; Duffy 2008; Igoe 
2010), to culture (Ritzer and Liska 1997; Shepherd 2002; Tzanelli 2008), and even 
to those aspects connected to commercial intimacy, for example human tissue and 
organs, corpses, babies, human eggs, surrogacy and sexuality (Fennel 2009; 
Goulding, Saren and Lindridge 2013; Laufer-Ukeles 2013).

Set against the backdrop of this commodification of life (Bauman 2007; Kellner 
1983), consumer identity projects incorporate the productive dimensions of mar-
ketplace consumption, mobilized in the service of identity narratives and involving 
the creative negotiation of cultural contradictions (Arnould and Thompson 2007; 
Thompson 2014; Thompson and Haytko 1997). Identity work, then, is portrayed as a 
reflexive (Giddens 1991), continuous (Cherrier and Murray 2007; Elliott 2004), inter-
minable (Gabriel and Lang 2006) symbolic project (Mikkonen et al. 2011; Thompson 
1996). Its purpose is to produce a coherent narrative of the self from marketplace 
resources that connects the past, present and future (Ahuvia 2005; Marion and Nairn 
2011; Mikkonen et al. 2011). In this way, identity may be considered ‘as ideology 
cognized through the individual engagement with discourse, made manifest in a per-
sonal narrative constructed and reconstructed across the life course and scripted in 
and through social interaction and social practice’ (Hammack 2008: 2).

The identity project is reflexive and continuous in the sense that the narrative is 
always being revised as early chapters are rewritten ‘so that the activity of writing 
becomes itself part of the story’ (Gabriel and Lang 2006: 83). Of course, the constant 
revision and fluctuation of identity in these ways also suggests that such projects can 
be troubled and sometimes characterized by ambivalence (Kozinets 2001; Michael 
2015), compensation (Rucker and Galinsky 2008; Woodruffe 1997), contradictions 
(Carrington et  al. 2015; Luedicke et  al. 2010), complexity (Harrison and Thomas 
2013; Holt and Thompson 2004) and dysfunction (Lastovicka and Sirianni 2011; 
Reith and Dobbie 2012). Further, in charting the life stories of individuals, identity 
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projects may involve loss (Üstüner and Holt 2007), movement (Ruvio and Belk 
2013; Schau et  al. 2009) and experimentation with identities over the life course, 
but particularly during major life transitions (Schau et  al. 2009) or turning points 
(Syrjälä 2016). Indeed, identity work has no end and may even continue after death 
as identities enacted during a person’s lifetime are renegotiated post-mortem during 
consumption-laden funeral rites (Bonsu and Belk 2003).

In all of this the consumption and dispossession (Cherrier and Murray 2007; 
Türe 2014), of goods, services, ideas and experiences, or even disgust towards them 
(Morales and Wu 2013), are treated as productive forces because ‘the marketplace 
has become a preeminent source of mythic and symbolic resources through which 
people, including those who lack resources to participate in the market as full-fledged 
consumers, construct narratives of identity’ (Arnould and Thompson 2005: 871). For 
their part, marketers have worked tirelessly to connect their offerings to the idea of 
unique selfhood (Grainge 2000). Epp and Price (2008) detail how the meanings asso-
ciated with consumption objects, activities and patterns may connect us to a sense 
of the past (Belk 1991; Brown et al. 2003; Goulding 2001), facilitate identity transi-
tion (Hogg et al. 2004; Schouten 1991; VOICE 2010), and generally signal multiple 
aspects of identity going forward. And yet, while consumption meanings are gener-
ally considered to be central to this entire project (Elliott 1997; Holt 1995; Levy 
1959; McCracken 1986), Gabriel and Lang (2006) suggest that some consumption 
objects may rely less on meanings than they do on powerful, if temporary, images. 
Moreover, recent research (e.g. Bardhi et al. 2012) contends that in an era of liquid 
modernity (Bauman 2000) some people, such as global nomads, may reject the sym-
bolic, identity-relevant aspects of consumption in favor of a more practical, detached 
and flexible logic.

Such movements bring to light dialectical tensions between the agency of indi-
vidual consumers to play with or resist marketplace meanings, and the power of 
structural processes to colonize such creative experimentation and to dominate mean-
ings (Holt 2002; Kozinets et  al. 2004; Murray 2002; see Handelman and Fischer, 
Chapter 15 this volume). While the pursuit of identity is considered to be the main 
goal of consumers (Thompson 2014), and the realization of distinction is apparently 
achieved through the ability to manipulate and play with market-based meanings 
(Holt 1998), marketplace discourses are nonetheless discourses of power that work to 
direct consumers’ choices and decisions, and, ultimately, guide identities down par-
ticular avenues (Thompson 2004). The specter of structure and agency in this regard 
has long dogged work on consumer culture (Askegaard and Linnet 2011). It may be 
that we are naturally inclined to favor agentic representations because ‘a sharp focus 
on culture’s potentialities is naturally understood as the appropriate course’ (Hays 
1994: 60) and, in a manner similar to Cultural Studies, consumer research becomes 
a field of analysis set up to track down resistances (Bennett 1998). Thus, in studying 
identity projects we need to be mindful of the degree to which individual consum-
ers can forge their own path or are constrained by the discourses of the consumption 
system. Peñaloza (2001) and Holt and Thompson (2004) underline the importance 
of considering how marketplace discourses are at one and the same time enabling 
and constraining, both facilitating consumers’ abilities to play with identity while 
also circumscribing them, entertaining consumers while inculcating them, so that: 
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‘commercial myth making can … function as an ideological process that merges 
entertainment, education and indoctrination’ (Thompson and Tian 2008: 596). For 
Parmentier and Fischer (2011) this culture-producing role of marketers is particu-
larly relevant to the work of cultural intermediaries who straddle the production/
consumption divide and who may feel more constrained, therefore, by marketplace 
discourses. The same is true of institutional insiders who may wish to push through 
institutional change but who are trapped by the fact that they have internalized the 
myths, discourses and values of the industry (Scaraboto and Fischer 2013). In the 
end, the outcomes of these negotiations between individual goals and the opportuni-
ties afforded by the marketplace may include hegemonic, counter-hegemonic, and 
hybrid identities (Kates 2002; Üstüner and Holt 2007).

In an effort to deepen our understanding of consumer identity projects in consumer 
culture, we now explore underlying junctures in the literature. The first of which is 
the relationship between the individual and the collective.

The inTernal-exTernal dialeCTiC oF idenTiFiCaTion

Historically research on identity in consumption has taken the individual as the focal 
unit of analysis and theorization (Hirschman 1981; Shankar et al. 2009). This is pri-
marily due to the origins of consumer research in psychology (Elliott 2004; Holbrook  
1995), the corresponding focus on achieved/acquired identity (Gabriel and Lang 
2006), and the emphasis in advanced capitalist markets on the individual and differ-
ence (Jafari and Goulding 2008). Much of this literature uses the term self (e.g. Belk 
1988; Grubb and Grathwohl 1967; Sirgy 1982), which Jenkins (2014: 51) argues is 
a parallel concept to identity: ‘the self [is] an individual’s reflexive sense of her or 
his own particular identity, constituted vis à vis others in terms of similarity and dif-
ference, without which she or he wouldn’t know who they are and hence wouldn’t 
be able to act’. However, a consumer culture perspective on identity aligns with 
cultural studies and sociology (Arnould and Thompson 2005, 2007) and requires a 
shift in focus from the individual to the interactions between individuals, the collec-
tive, and the socio-cultural context. Jenkins (2014) describes identity as a meta-
concept that makes sense both individually and collectively, and which is therefore 
significant for debates about the individual-collective relationship: ‘it brings together 
C. Wright Mills’s public issues and private troubles and makes sense of each in terms 
of the other’ (Jenkins 2014: 17). He describes this as the internal-external dialectic 
of identification: where the development of individual identity and the determination 
of collective social identity are inseparable. Identity work is thus embedded in social 
practice (Elliott and Wattanasuwan 1998).

Research on consumer culture has specifically sought to ‘address the dynamic 
relationship between consumer actions, the marketplace and cultural meanings’ 
(Arnould and Thompson 2005: 868), and thus elucidates the internal-external 
dialectic of identification as it plays out in the context of markets and consumption. 
Consumer identity projects are realized through social interaction and validation 
(Shankar et al. 2009). For example, individual identity projects in the consumption 
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space of a rave are oriented towards the Other and are largely dependent on group 
approval and acceptance (Goulding et al. 2002). In the world of fashion, consumer 
identity is consistently defined in perceived contrast to others and interpreted 
through metonymic use of fashion imagery (Thompson and Haytko 1997). The 
identity positions available are, along with rules and tastes, produced and reproduced 
collaboratively by its members (Parmentier and Fischer 2011), and hence personal 
identity in fashion ‘does not reflect a stable set of essential features but is negotiated 
in a dynamic field of social relations’ (Thompson and Haytko 1997: 21). Collective 
identities, such as that of the family, are also co-constructed in social action through 
shared interactions among relational bundles within the family and communicative 
practices such as the symbolic consumption of marketplace resources (Epp and  
Price 2008).

Moving beyond a focus on the construction of identity, Askegaard and Linnet (2011: 
396) argue that if research on consumer identity projects seeks to elucidate consumer 
culture (and thus the external side of the dialectic), then ‘it should acknowledge the 
cultural, historical and societal conditions that make this identity and the means of 
attaining it attractive and legitimate in the first place’. Once such condition is that 
of morality, which reflects a collective’s standards or principles regarding proper 
conduct. Luedicke et al. (2010) study adversarial consumer narratives relating to the 
Hummer brand and show that consumers’ moralistic identity work begins with a cul-
tural myth of the moral protagonist, which transforms their ideological beliefs into 
dramatic narratives of identity. The literature on market-based collectives, such as 
brand communities and subcultures of consumption, underlines how consumer iden-
tity projects are socially, historically and culturally constituted and bound (see Cova 
and Dali, Chapter 14 this volume). Brand communities and subcultures of consump-
tion are distinguished from subcultures by their embeddedness within the market 
and consumption practices (Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001; Schouten and McAlexander 
1995). However, while subcultures were once viewed as cells of resistance against 
dominant orders such as the mass market, ‘today, sub-cultural activity is recognized 
as important for the construction and expression of identity … As such, this activ-
ity involves acts of consumption’ (Goulding et al. 2002: 263). It is widely accepted 
that such collectives, both market-based and counter-cultural, provide influential 
meanings and practices that structure consumers’ identities, actions and relationships 
(Hebdige 1979; Kozinets 2001; Schouten and McAlexander 1995). Inevitably, this 
raises issues of structure and agency once more, and so this becomes the next junc-
ture in the literature on consumer identity projects to be explored.

emanCiPaTory PoTenTial

The notion of choice lies at the very center of the consumer identity project:

Each of the small decisions a person makes every day – what to wear, what to eat, how to 
conduct himself at work, whom to meet later in the evening – contribute to such routines. All 
such choices (as well as larger and more consequential ones) are decisions not only about how 
to act but who to be. (Giddens 1991: 81)
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For Giddens (1991) and many others (e.g. Arnould and Thompson 2005; Elliott and 
Wattanasuwan 1998; Gabriel and Lang 2006), contemporary individuals perpetually 
pursue, create, enhance, transform and maintain their identities through the continuous 
making of choices, many of which are consumption choices. Naturally, an interesting 
question emerges here about how much choice consumers really have. Warde (1994) 
notes that the reality of choice lies at the very center of debates about the sociology of 
consumption. As noted earlier in this chapter, discussions about the nature of symbolic 
resources used in consumer identity projects bring to light dialectical tensions between 
the agency of individual consumers to play with (Holt 1998) and choose from among 
marketplace offerings, and the structural power of the market and its agents in shap-
ing and directing those choices (Thompson 2004).

Drawing on Libertarian principles of distributive justice, choice has become 
enshrined as the key consumer right (Consumers International 2009) and, thus, it 
underpins most government policies and legislation that shape markets (Larsen and 
Lawson 2013). As choice also lies at the very heart of democracy, locating it as the 
central value of markets ideologically positions them as tools of democracy (Turner, 
1995) and routes to citizen (consumer) empowerment and emancipation (Barnes and 
Prior 1995; Firat and Dholakia 2016; Trentmann 2016). Given the conflation of con-
sumer choice, democracy and empowerment in contemporary consumer societies, it 
is perhaps not entirely surprising that the consumer identity project is often framed as 
both emancipatory and agentic (see Schwartzkopf, Chapter 25 this volume).

The agentic and emancipatory view of consumer identity projects is rooted in the 
work of Firat and Venkatesh (1995) on liberatory postmodernism in consumption. 
The postmodern sensibility helps break down traditional social categories, such as 
ethnicity and religion, and paves the way for the fragmentation of culture and soci-
ety and the emergence of multiple, heterogeneous, pluralistic and individualistic dis-
courses and subjectivities. Firat and Venkatesh (1995) view this fragmentation as a 
potentially liberating force, freeing the consumer from conformity, offering them the 
opportunity for creativity in the use of commodities and market-mediated meanings 
in identity projects (e.g. Holt 2002; Marion and Nairn 2011), and allowing them the 
latitude to establish their own social ties, communities, social groups and cultures 
(Ulusoy 2016). While this freedom is not without challenge, obligation and conse-
quence (McAlexander et al. 2014), contexts such as the rave provide opportunities 
to play with different identities through consumption, and are ‘part of what might 
be termed the trend towards compartmentalized lifestyles whereby one identity (the 
responsible worker) is shed and another adopted’ (Goulding et al. 2002: 263). This 
kind of fragmented consumption, where the same consumer can show multiple pref-
erences towards the same product category, is not bound only to extraordinary experi-
ences, but is also illustrated in the diversity of practices surrounding such mundane 
consumption as weekday dinners (Holttinen 2014).

A key critique of the emancipatory potential of the postmodern consumer iden-
tity project challenges the assumption of full and unfettered freedom of choice, and 
argues that consumers’ choices, and thus their identity projects, are at least in part 
structured in and through the market. Taken to the extreme, the structural perspective 
would argue that choice is an illusion, which acts as a mechanism of control in the 
service of capital (Gabriel and Lang 2006). However, as argued by Hays (1994: 59), 
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‘when social theorists use structure and agency as contrast terms (agency is what 
structure is not, and vice versa), they neglect the interconnected nature of the two’. 
Structuring influences such as narratives of socialization (Shankar et al. 2009) and 
cultural ideologies (Coulter et al. 2003) have most certainly been identified, but the 
acknowledgement of at least a small amount of agency is necessary as it reflects a 
foundational element of the consumer identity project as reflexive (Giddens 1991), 
continuous (Cherrier and Murray 2007; Elliott 2004) and symbolic (Mikkonen et al. 
2011; Thompson 1996.

Arnould and Thompson (2007: 10) argue that a consumer culture approach to con-
sumer identity projects discards what they call the ‘stale polemic’ between agency 
and structure, and rather interrogates a ‘more complex and ambivalent dynamic 
in which consumers exert agency and pursue identity goals through a dialogue  
(both practical and narrative) with the cultural frames imposed by dominant ide-
ologies’. They cite a number of studies in support of their claim: Askegaard et al.  
(2005); Belk et al. (2003); Crockett and Wallendorf (2004); Holt (2002); Kozinets 
(2002); Peñaloza (2001); Thompson (2004); to which we would also add more recent 
publications such as Karababa and Ger (2011); Luedicke et al. (2010); Parmentier and 
Fischer (2011); Sandikci and Ger (2010); and Ulusoy (2016). However, Askegaard 
and Linnet (2011: 396) argue that while the consumer culture approach has bought 
socio-cultural context to consumer research, we still need to go further and provide 
accounts of the ‘context of contexts: societal class divisions, historical and global 
processes, cultural values and norms’ in order to situate consumption beyond the 
subjectivity of the agent and to better understand the underlying ideological forces 
producing such subjectivities.

The limiTs oF idenTiTy Play

In engaging with identity projects consumers are driven by a call to compulsory 
individuality (Skeggs and Loveday 2012) and an ideology of reflexivity, self- 
discipline, enterprise and improvement (Allen 2014). The narration of identity 
reverberates with the constant pressure to make the right decisions because, while the 
story may ultimately be rewritten, failure to meet with normalized ideals is indicative 
of the inadequacy of the self and its consumption (Slater 1997). Further, individuals 
must be enterprising in their efforts, embracing instability and uncertainty, for 
‘enterprising qualities – such as self-reliance, personal responsibility, boldness and a 
willingness to take risks in the pursuit of goals – are regarded as human virtues and 
promoted as such’ (Du Gay 1996: 56). The goals for all of these efforts are 
aspirational (Allen 2014) as individuals are called upon to lift themselves up by their 
bootstraps and better themselves (Askegaard et al. 2002; Joy and Venkatesh 1994). 
In these ways consumers are summoned to focus their energies upon their identities, 
to be successful in those endeavors, and to make the fruits of their labor public.

At a fundamental level such identity work requires individuals to mobilize a set of 
resources including those that are economic, social, cultural and symbolic (Skeggs 
2004). Subsequently, and in light of the commodification of everyday life, identities can 
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be ascribed exchange-value (Bauman 2007) and function as capital (Bourdieu 1984), 
which may be subsequently converted to other forms of capital. However, this exchange-
value of identities is circumscribed and only operates effectively within particular social 
fields (Skeggs 2004) and when carried by particular individuals (Allen 2014).

The notion that everybody wants to, or can, engage with identity projects in this  
way largely ignores class distinctions and the relative access to resources (Skeggs 
2014; Smith Maguire and Stanway 2008). ‘It is significant that assumptions proliferate 
about how individuals have equal access to the cultural resources for self-making, 
as if the self can be entirely divorced from the conditions that make it possible’ 
(Skeggs 2004: 75). Moreover, the signaling of valuable identities to others requires 
that individuals have the ability to engage effectively with aesthetic performance 
and public display (Francombe-Webb and Silk 2016) and that others will read those 
performances in the way in which they were intended (Allen 2014; Patterson and 
Schroeder 2010; Skeggs 2005). Finally, for those who lack the necessary resources 
to narrate their identities through consumption, for those who are excluded and for 
whom such identity work is out of reach, resistance may be possible in the rejection 
of the neoliberal agenda and in protest against the system, environmental degradation, 
and such like (Skeggs 2014).

ConClusion: reThinking Consumer idenTiTy ProjeCTs

Identity projects are market-mediated, and thus, when investing in the singularity of 
the self, consumers are fed a mass-marketed, pre-packaged, commodified form of 
difference (Halnon 2005). What we see, then, is that individualism and commodifica-
tion are not dichotomous, but operate in dialectical tension where changes in one 
stimulate changes in the other (Campbell 2005). A major outcome of such contradic-
tions is that, in the matter of identity, consumers operate under tremendous strain as 
they seek to negotiate both personalized and commodified experiences (Thompson 
and Haytko 1997). Indeed, individuals are always in danger of getting it wrong 
(Smith Maguire and Stanway 2008) precisely because identity projects have become 
a matter of individual choice. While excessive choice produces its own anxieties 
(Schwartz 2005), making the ‘wrong’ choices results in individuals suffering the 
further injustice of having their efforts read back onto them ‘as an individualized 
moral fault, a pathology, a problem of bad-choice, bad culture, a failure to be enter-
prising or to be reflexive’ (Skeggs 2004: 91); that is, they are stigmatized. While we 
acknowledge that most of the literature on identity projects is positive in the sense of 
charting the myriad ways consumers forge identities for themselves, we are inter-
ested in this section of the chapter in teasing out a more nuanced characterization by 
working with the question of what happens when identity projects go wrong.

In addressing stigma, consumer researchers have relied heavily on Goffman’s 
(1963: 3) exposition of it as ‘an attribute that is deeply discrediting’, where, on the 
basis of perceived ‘difference’ or ‘deviance’, the bearer is reduced ‘from a whole and 
usual person to a tainted, discounted one’. According to Parker and Aggleton (2003), 
the emphasis placed by Goffman on stigma as a discrediting attribute has seen it 
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treated subsequently as though it were a relatively static characteristic. Further, the 
focus on the bearer’s possession of an ‘undesirable difference’ has promoted highly 
individualized analyses. In contrast, in their recent coverage of stigma Sandikci and 
Ger (2013) urge consumer research to move beyond the socio-cognitive perspective 
concentrated on individuals, and to recognize stigmatization as a socially embedded 
process in which both difference and sameness represent important poles in the nego-
tiation of identity. Nowhere are these twin forces of difference and sameness more 
visible than in the contemporary conditions of production and consumption where 
the macro level context of commodification and marketization (e.g. Adorno 1991; 
Attali 1984) intersects with micro-level, everyday consumption logics and practices, 
at the center of which lies the identity project (Arnould and Thompson 2005).

Recent analyses have evidenced how consumers might respond under these 
pressures. For example, Thompson and Haytko (1997) point towards a narrative 
strategy of decommodification, exemplified in the combination of different brands, 
and that allows consumers of mass-market fashion to carve out a space for uniqueness 
and personal agency. Harju and Huovinen (2015) identify a range of practices designed 
to negotiate sameness and difference that they position as similarity-seeking and 
diversity-asserting tactics. Similarity-seeking essentially amounts to the pursuit of a 
visible collective difference as a means of establishing social recognition or political 
legitimization (Thompson 2014). Diversity-asserting, on the other hand, seeks 
primarily to embrace difference through processes of destigmatization. Sandikci 
and Ger (2010), in their study of Islamic veiling in urban Turkey, identify how 
women personalize and aestheticize their veils in an effort to render a stigmatized 
practice fashionable. Similarly, Scaraboto and Fischer (2013) highlight the work of 
fatshionistas in appealing to institutional logics, publicizing desirable institutional 
innovations, and aligning themselves with powerful institutional actors in order 
to gain inclusion. Of course, not all of these practices are restricted to narrative 
production for, as Thompson and Üstüner (2015: 260) suggest, ‘resistant practices 
are enacted in interpersonal and institutional spheres and can potentially cross the 
proverbial edge, placing one at tangible risk of social censure’.

While stigma has historically been associated with difference, oftentimes the pursuit 
of cool is ‘structured by a restless quest for non-conformity’ (Heath and Potter 2004: 
191). We argue for consideration of the stigma of conformity that may be associated 
with too close an adherence to social norms as made manifest in popular culture 
and fashion in an increasingly market-mediated world. The stigma of conformity 
suggests a reverse movement to the one described earlier on destigmatization, a 
movement where the fashionable and commodified becomes stigmatized. The stigma 
of conformity is attached to that which is impersonal, superficial, the same. Lack 
of authenticity is a major factor in the attribution of such a stigmatized status, and 
individuals strive to get ‘closer to the self’ and reject commodified styles, establishing 
‘the imagined mainstream, as a straw man against whom one can set oneself off 
as more authentic’ (Michael 2015: 178). Because authenticity is in the eye of the 
beholder, the attribution of stigma is also determined according to individual rather 
than social norms. Individual norms are multiple, varied and fluid, and they coagulate 
around notions of personal, as opposed to commodified meanings, determinations 
of authenticity and aesthetic judgments. Stigmatizers can, therefore, be people who 
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also carry the potentially stigmatizing attribute, but in what they believe to be a more 
authentic or legitimate form. Thus, stigma can originate both within and outside the 
stigmatized group.

The outcome is a range of micro-level consumption practices that effectively 
operate as traditional stigma management strategies. For Arsel and Thompson 
(2011: 803), hipsters use the demythologizing practices of aesthetic discrimination, 
symbolic demarcation, and proclaiming consumer sovereignty to ‘insulate the field of 
indie consumption from the stigmatizing encroachments of the hipster myth and, in 
so doing, protect their field-dependent capital from cultural devaluation’. Mikkonen 
et  al. (2011) bear witness to the use of cynical discursive strategies and cynical 
identity projects for both therapeutic and political purposes in distancing the self 
from normalized Christmas consumption. Relatedly, Larsen et al. (2014) evidence a 
type of displaced abjection (Stallybrass and White 1986) whereby those stigmatized 
by their association with tattoos can turn what little power they have against those 
even lower than them, those with commodified tattoos.

The emergence and development of the stigma of conformity warrants further 
discussion in order to gain a fuller understanding of its nature, character and scope 
and how it challenges current theories of consumption, such as consumer resistance. 
It carries the potential to provide insight into the interplay between macro-level 
movements such as commodification and micro-level consumer practices.
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Re-presenting, Reinvigorating 

and Reconciling: Gift-giving 
Research within and beyond 

the CCT Paradigm

Cele  C.  Otnes

inTroduCTion

If there is ever an award bestowed within consumer research for Most 
Interdisciplinary Topic, gift giving (the term most frequently used to describe the 
broad set of behaviors associated with gift exchange) will certainly be a strong con-
tender. Most scholars in our discipline trace the origins of interest in the topic to 
work by anthropologists engaged in prolonged cultural immersions in the early 
twentieth century. They then typically discuss research in sociology and psychology 
that emerges a few decades later – with Gouldner’s (1960) paper on the norm of reci-
procity almost always cited as a pivotal theoretical contribution. Also robust, but 
absent from our field, is scholarship in the humanities that probes gift giving in 
myriad textual forms such as histories, plays, poems, and fictional or non-fictional 
accounts (Osteen, 2002). As powerful interpersonal, social, and cultural mechanisms 
of communication and competition, Mauss’s (1920/1925) ‘big three’ exchange 
behaviors of giving, receiving, and reciprocating are compelling, confounding, con-
fusing, and often contradictory. Nevertheless, those very characteristics explain why 
gift giving remains fascinating to such a wide swath of scholars.

Gift-giving scholarship makes its first appearance in the consumer behavior 
canon in the early 1970s. Prior to captaining the Consumer Behavior Odyssey (Belk, 
1991) Russell Belk published the first gift-giving paper in the Journal of Consumer 
Research, leveraging the social-psychological theoretical template of balance theory 
to explore the importance of shared valences between givers, recipients, and gifts 
(Belk, 1976). After Sherry’s (1983) anthropologically-anchored theoretical model 
appeared in the journal, consumer research in gift giving began in earnest, with the 
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topic maintaining a steady presence within discipline-based conferences and journals 
ever since.

Much of the topical output within consumer behavior occurred during the last dec-
ades of the twentieth century. But as I write this chapter a little over fifteen years 
into the new millennium, a convergence of forces has seen the study of gift giving 
branch out (or, some might argue, break off) into myriad interesting directions. The 
most specific consequence of this fermentation and fragmentation that this chapter 
explores is that research on gift giving both within consumer behavior in general and 
CCT scholarship in particular reflects a broader, but perhaps over-diluted, conceptu-
alization of the phenomenon.

Furthermore, most recent research explores gift giving on either the meso or 
macro levels, focusing on the giving, receipt, and reciprocity that occurs within and 
between groups connected by loose and/or vulnerable ties, between strangers, and 
on the communal level. In consequence, the pendulum has swung away – perhaps 
too far away? – from understanding gift-giving behavior within family and kinship 
networks. Even as he urges gift-giving researchers to radiate outward from intimate 
social circles as their locus of interest, Marcoux (2009, p. 681) observes, ‘the family 
is at the heart of the gift economy’. Consider too that Christmas gifts generated $630 
billion in revenue in the US alone in 2015 (cited in Weinberger, 2016), with people 
giving most of these goods, services, and experiences to family members, friends and 
close associates.

Moreover, in the almost two decades since CCT researchers have eschewed 
the study of interpersonal gift-exchange practices, fundamental changes on the 
macro- and meso-levels have directly impacted expectations and enactments 
of gift giving that (most often) occur on the interpersonal or ‘micro’ level. For 
example, Webley et  al. (1983) offer compelling evidence that recipients often 
perceive money as a sub-par gift, and as impersonal and unable to convey 
relational sentiment. Recent scholarship discussing the acceptability of money 
still cites Webley et  al.’s paper as a definitive source on the topic (e.g., Belk, 
2010). However, it appeared over thirty years ago, before entrenched and often 
contradictory macro factors may have propelled money to the status of a much-
desired gift. These include: a skyrocketing global market for luxury goods (made 
even more challenging to acquire during a prolonged global economic downturn), 
the dissolution of the manufacturing economy and its relatively highly paid labor 
force, and college-loan burdens that saddle a generation of millennials who may 
never achieve their parents’ standard of living. As a result, discourses about 
money as a gift now seem to lean toward the old American adage that ‘green 
goes with everything’ (reflecting the color of our currency). Rather than eschew 
monetary gifts, etiquette experts and even consumer watchdog organizations 
often now offer advice about how best to give money for various occasions (e.g., 
Braverman, 2016).

Thus, I argue it is time for CCT scholars to reconsider their disinterest in inter-
personal gift giving by drawing on what current CCT research on the topic does 
best – namely, taking into account factors that can shape dyadic and small-network 
exchange that stem from the broader sociocultural environment. Furthermore, several 
other robust streams of scholarship where gift giving receives attention warp and 
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weave within the broader domain of consumer research. As I observe below, these 
could be invaluable in reinvigorating the study of gift giving by CCT scholars.

I structure this chapter as follows. First, I discuss six research streams that cur-
rently influence the definition and scope of gift-giving research in consumer behavior. 
These are: (1) the sociocultural focus on gift giving; (2) experimental approaches to 
gift giving; (3) charitable donating vs gift giving; (4) giving vs sharing; (5) gift-giving 
research in the marketplace; and (6) gift-giving and the digital economy. Given the 
goals and scope of this volume, I devote most of the review to the first topic. Next, 
drawing upon the review of these streams, I offer a research agenda for CCT (and 
other) gift-giving scholars I hope can reconcile and reinvigorate research on the topic. 
I frame this agenda by offering my own gift-giving experiences to emphasize the 
real-world aspects of questions that deserve attention.

giFT-giving researCh sTreams in Consumer behavior

Reflecting the robustness of gift-giving research across disciplines, in the twenty-
first-century consumer researchers working within both the psychological and CCT 
paradigms began to embrace a diversity of approaches, contexts, and topics 
pertaining to the subject (but not really a variety of theoretical approaches – a 
concern I revisit later). Specifically, after the 1990s, when interpersonal gift-
exchange behavior occupied center stage (e.g., Otnes et al., 1993; most contributors 
to Otnes and Beltramini, 1996), six distinct currents emerged within consumer 
behavior with intersections to gift scholarship. These exerted simultaneous but 
independent influences on the discipline – my diplomatic way of observing that 
authors within one camp often do not acknowledge, or reflect knowledge of, work in 
the others. Taken as a whole, however, consumer researchers have definitely 
broadened, but also blurred, the fundamental definition and disciplinary domain of 
gift giving.

Emergence of the Sociocultural Focus

Belk et  al.’s (1989) impactful delineation of sacred versus profane consumption 
prompted myriad scholars to produce theoretically stimulating and rigorous research 
exploring linkages between culture and consumption in ritual contexts (e.g., Bonsu 
and Belk, 2003; Kozinets, 2002; Wallendorf and Arnould, 1991). The discussion of 
commonalities and challenges of similar work representative of the CCT paradigm 
(Arnould and Thompson, 2005) also established a set of expectations that future 
scholars would delve deeply into cultural norms, practices, and discourses that shape 
and mold consumer behavior. Ironically, twentieth-century researchers in our field 
consistently pay homage to the foundational anthropological work on gift exchange 
(e.g., Levi-Strauss, 1969/1949; Malinowski, 2002/1922; Mauss, 1990/1925), while 
typically omitting a cultural perspective from their own empirical enterprises. In that 
respect, the CCT paradigm exerts a profound impact on gift-giving research, one I 
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believe is best demonstrated by discussing papers published since 2000 in the top 
journals that publish work on consumer research.

Before doing so, I wish to make an important distinction between gift-giving 
scholarship that is not ‘CCT’, but relies on the qualitative research techniques 
ubiquitously associated with that paradigm, and gift-giving research that actually ‘is 
CCT’. I distinguish these approaches by the attention each devotes to the sociocultural 
elements that shape gift giving. For example, studies published in and since the 1990s 
focus on self-gifts (e.g., Mick and DeMoss, 1990) and/or giving and receiving between 
family, friends, and intimate others (Bradford, 2009; Curasi et al., 2004; Price et al., 
2000; Lowrey et al., 2004; Wooten, 2000). However, they do not truly explore how 
sociocultural factors inform giving, receiving, or reciprocating. Rather, they hone in 
on internal, interpersonal, or even micro-social-psychological aspects, such as the 
emotions givers or recipients experience (e.g., Price et al., 2000; Wooten, 2000), or 
how givers engage with intimate others to assist with gift purchasing (Lowrey et al., 
2004). Two exceptions are Belk and Coon (1993), who theorize an agapic model of 
gift giving and compare it to other culturally-rooted models, and Otnes et al. (1993), 
who leverage Merton’s social role theory to understand what motivates givers to 
perceive people as easy or difficult gift recipients.

Given this observation, it may seem paradoxical that I select as the first twenty-
first-century publication that truly embraces the ‘CCT approach’ (albeit five years 
before the acronym appears) Annamma Joy’s (2001) exploration of interpersonal 
gift-exchange practices in Hong Kong. However, it clearly explicates how broader 
cultural norms such as face and filial piety influence gift exchange on the micro 
level. Furthermore, it demonstrates how gift giving within those intimate circles in 
turn helps people acquire, restore, or lose face within their broader sociocultural 
milieux. Joy also explores how consumers’ understandings of those norms vary 
across givers and recipients, depending on their stage in the life cycle. In other 
words, her focus on gift giving in a non-Western cultural context is not what makes 
her work sociocultural in focus. In fact, scholars have explored gift-giving practices 
in different cultures for decades (e.g., Green and Alden, 1988; Kimura and Belk, 
2005). Rather, it is Joy’s interpretation of gifting as a phenomenon truly entrenched 
within and reflective of deep-seated cultural norms that makes her work a CCT-
oriented exemplar.

Another significant aspect of Joy’s work is that she argues for the inapplicability of 
Gouldner’s Western-rooted (and thus theoretically dominant) norm of reciprocity as 
an enabling mechanism to explain gift giving in Hong Kong. She demonstrates how 
the norm is irrelevant within hierarchical, collective, and often competitive cultures, 
where implicit rules governing the manifestation of core cultural constructs such as 
face and filial piety may in fact mandate non-reciprocal behavior. For example, par-
ents in Hong Kong do not buy gifts for children, and incur no loss of face for this 
inaction; however, children must give to parents. In this cultural context, the norm of 
filial piety trumps expectations of reciprocity, and children learn that parental sacri-
fices for the family are themselves gifts that offspring must repay.

Kozinets (2002), in exploring how consumers leverage the Burning Man festival 
to escape the strictures of a consumer society, is the next to affix a cultural (or in this 
case, a countercultural) lens to the study of gift giving. Like Joy, he also challenges 
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the stalwart norm of reciprocity, first by discussing the historical evolution of gift-
ing practices at Burning Man (e.g., the transition from participants bartering sup-
plies for worthless trinkets during the early years, to their more recent creations of 
status-laden, competitive gifts that deflect and reflect marketplace influences, even 
in a venue ostensibly eschewing commercialism). He observes that in their attempt 
to escape the real-world gift economy, Burning Man participants follow several key 
tenets. First, the most valued gifts to the community (the primary gift-exchange 
level) are those that are manifest as public art and entertainment. Second, broaden-
ing Gouldner’s conceptualization, Kozinets avers that recipients of communal-level 
gifts may reciprocate in myriad tangible and intangible ways. However, the more 
commercially-charged offerings often must undergo a process of transformation,  
so any rhetorical meanings that the marketplace intends and embeds are removed  
and reinterpreted.

Third, Kozinets observes that the calculi governing reciprocity within dyads or 
families (e.g., setting a price limit for gifts, givers practicing ‘equipollience’ by 
spending the same amount on recipients of equal status; Lowrey et  al., 1996) are 
meaningless in a context that valorizes creativity and effort as core communal-gift 
elements. In short, reciprocity is much more difficult to ascertain among Burning 
Man participants than among celebrants of traditional holidays, where participants 
may obey more transparent rules, and even negotiate these themselves.

Criticizing the dominance of research exploring dyadic gift exchange within con-
sumer research, Giesler (2006) remarks that the overabundance of research exploring 
that unit of analysis has essentially restrained gift giving research in a ‘conceptual 
straightjacket’ (p. 289). He explores gifting practices within the context of the bur-
geoning social-network industry – specifically, the norms and practices governing 
music file sharing though Napster. He argues that this sharing system is actually a 
networked community of givers that leverages some of the standard aspects of other 
gifting relationships; for example, reciprocity, rituals, and symbols, while illuminat-
ing and enabling the moral aspects of community participation. Yet, as I will discuss 
later, a close reading of this paper reveals the dominance of a vocabulary pertaining 
not necessarily to gifting behavior, but to sharing.

In a very different context, and with the goal of expanding the notion of what 
forms gifts can take, Marcoux (2009) explores the benefits and downsides of people 
expecting and offering time and effort within the context of moving from one 
residence to another. Like Belk (1989) who unpacks the historical roots of Christmas 
gift giving, and Weinberger and Wallendorf (2012) who explain the roots of gifting 
practices at Mardi Gras, Marcoux recounts the sociocultural history of moving in 
Montreal, both for residents whose lives are disrupted by the activity, and for those 
who assist in relocation. He argues that the pervasiveness and frequency of moving 
means people understand it as an entrenched cultural practice – one requiring gifts 
of time, effort, and participation by friends and family before, during, and after the 
actual move. Marcoux thus expands the definition of gift giving to include kinetic 
and embodied practices, and unpacks how these forms pose additional physical, 
emotional, and temporal challenges within dyads and intimate networks. Furthermore, 
he contextualizes this discussion by highlighting the sociocultural discourses that 
contribute to moving being a taken-for-granted practice in Montreal.
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Weinberger and Wallendorf’s (2012) study of communal gifting practices during the 
first Mardi Gras celebration in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina also clearly falls 
into the ‘CCT camp’ of gift-giving research, for numerous reasons. In the same vein as 
Kozinets, Giesler, and Marcoux, the authors focus on communal-level giving – framing 
citizens’ staging of Mardi Gras as a gift to the city. Moreover, the event involves both 
highly visible tangible gifts (e.g., the beads that krewe members toss to parade attendees) 
and, as in Marcoux, those of time, money, physical effort, and emotion. Second, the 
authors argue that this manifestation of communal giving is embedded within the moral 
vs the market gift economy, as participation in the first post-Katrina Mardi Gras is 
motivated by a desire to assist the city in both moving past its crisis and demonstrating  
resilience. This moral role contrasts starkly with the intent of pre-Katrina Mardi Gras 
celebrations as full-out commercial, tourist-drawing enterprises.

Scaraboto’s (2015) discussion of gift giving on the sociocultural level also shares 
an interest in the macro versions of the behavior. Importantly, her work explores 
how gifting practices are situated within a ‘hybrid economy’, one that features the 
co-existence and collaboration of market and non-market forms of exchange, such as 
gift-giving, sharing, and morally-motivated types of exchange behavior. As such, she 
demonstrates how cultural factors shape various types of exchange, and how gifting 
is just one of many practices that helps networked-community members fulfill their 
reciprocal social, emotional and economic obligations. Thus, Scaraboto situates gift 
giving within a nexus of other exchange practices, reminds us that these practices 
may be more or less salient within communities at given times, and explicates how 
consumer collaboration helps determine the roles these often-competing forms of 
exchange can fulfill within a networked community.

Like Weinberger and Wallendorf’s exploration of communal giving in a city 
experiencing crisis, Klein et al. (2015) explore how people might strategically leverage 
gift offerings in contexts typified by extreme stress, where surviving is uncertain. In 
analyzing books and memoirs books about life in concentration camps by Holocaust 
survivors, the authors leverage Oyserman’s (2009) framework of Identity-Based 
Motivation to explain why people were (or were not) generous in giving food and 
other vital items to help other prisoners survive. They introduce the construct of 
‘anticipated reckoning’ – or people’s perceptions that their actions in one context 
will influence the makeup of their future selves and lives – as motivating prisoners 
to take risks and give to others in an environment where doing so could lead to their 
own death. The paper also explains the gift practices between actual or pseudo-family 
members by exploring the impact between such sociological phenomena as the power 
imbalances between prisoners and guards, as well as broader cultural factors such as 
how Judaic principles informed people’s behavior.

Summarizing the contribution of these papers, it is evident that they situate gift 
giving within a broader nexus of exchange and cultural practices. Nevertheless, they 
still focus on how gifting and receiving are enacted within dyads or intimate groups. 
Furthermore, they expand their assumptions about what gifts can actually entail, 
extending their analysis beyond mere tangible items to include kinetic activities or 
effortful enactments. Clearly, the publication of these papers in the premiere journals 
in our field signals that the gatekeepers of gift-giving scholarship agree (or at least 
wish to open up for debate) such a definitional expansion.
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Nevertheless, what is often lacking in this work (and in much of my own, to be 
honest) is actual advancement in theorization on gift giving. Have we focused too 
much on challenging the definitions and scope of gift giving, and too little on under-
standing the interplay between micro, meso and macro factors to determine how gift-
giving practices emerge, maintain their resilience, and (possibly, but not always) die? 
I revisit this issue at the end of the chapter.

‘Discovery’ of Gift Giving by Experimentalists

Popular-media discourses on gift giving, especially during the holiday seasons 
entrenched in Western and Eastern cultures, often draw attention to the heightened 
levels of psychological stress and ambivalence that gift buying and giving can elicit. 
Thus, it is surprising that until recently, consumer psychologists have kept gift 
giving at arm’s length. In fact, it is only in the past decade that a critical mass of 
consumer psychologists has begun to recognize that gift-giving contexts and 
behavior can serve as useful springboards from which to understand fundamental 
psychological phenomena. Space restraints preclude me from fully explicating the 
template of theories that undergird these studies. However, I think it is important to 
offer a brief summary of constructs and theories that experimentalists apply when 
studying gift giving. These include: (1) understanding how children manage their 
display of negative emotions when receiving undesirable gifts (Kieras et al., 2005); 
(2) how the mindsets givers form when engaging in gift exchange shape the types of 
gifts they select (Baskin et al., 2014); (3) how the number of recipients on a giver’s 
shopping list influences the types of gifts selected (Steffel and Le Bouef, 2014); and 
(4) how aspects of identity, such as perceived identity threat and relational signaling 
between giver and recipient, can influence gift selection (Ward and Broniarczyk, 
2011, 2016). Most recently, researchers delve into whether givers and recipients in 
‘ambiguous’ relationships (e.g., where partners are unclear in terms of who feels 
more affinity toward the other) differ in the timing of reciprocal gift offerings (Park 
and Kim, 2017).

Furthermore, consumer psychologists are adept at leveraging stalwart ‘enabling 
theories’ – or established theoretical frameworks from marketing, psychology 
and other disciplines – when exploring aspects of gift exchange. Both Helion and 
Gilovich (2014) and Reinholtz et al. (2015) explore how mental accounting (Thaler, 
1985) explains recipients’ redemption behavior of a popular pillar of contemporary 
gift giving – the gift card. Using lab experiments and actual retail data, Helion and 
Gilovich find people apparently assign ‘the monetary value of a gift card to a hedonic 
mental account and spend it accordingly’ (2014, p. 386). Furthermore, receiving a 
retailer-specific gift card may lead recipients to indicate increased preferences for 
that retail brand in the future (Reinholtz et al., 2015; see also Sherry’s [1996] intro-
spective account of how redeeming a gift card altered his buying behavior).

My goals in providing this admittedly truncated tour of the experimental work 
that focuses on gift giving within consumer behavior is twofold. First, I merely wish 
to demonstrate that a topic once seemingly perceived as ‘qualitative’ now draws the 
attention of prominent consumer psychologists as well. More importantly, however, 
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these scholars often are exemplary at leveraging robust enabling theories to probe 
aspects of gifting behavior – a scholarly practice absent from much qualitative and/
or CCT research on gift giving. Yet CCT scholars are not novices at successfully 
leveraging enabling theories, as recent work incorporating assemblage theory, practice 
theory, and institutional theory attests (e.g., Canniford and Shankar, 2013; Scaraboto 
and Fischer, 2013; Schau et al., 2009). It therefore might be wise if CCT/qualitative 
gift-giving scholars might be wise to emulate the approach of their consumer- 
psychologist colleagues, and consider the applicability of enabling theories to gift-
giving research as means of explicating and enriching their findings. Yet Belk’s point 
in his keynote speech at the 2017 CCT conference is that generating grounded theory 
is a vital goal in the field as well, and gift-giving scholarship certainly would benefit 
from a renewed quest for robust grounded theoretical interpretations.

Charitable Donating vs Gift Giving

The Transformative Consumer Research (TCR) paradigm attracts scholars interested 
in a plethora of topics, and who employ a variety of methodological approaches 
within our field (Mick et al., 2012). One consequence is an upsurge of interest in 
various forms of pro-social behavior, including the popular topic of charitable 
donating. Indeed, consumer psychologists plumbed this activity before turning their 
attention to consumer-to-consumer gift giving. The types of dependent variables 
observable in studies of charitable donating typically pertain to level and type of 
donation intentions, or to the actual donation levels of money over other resources, 
such as time and effort (e.g., Lichtenstein et al., 2004; Winterich et al., 2009).

In contrast, I could find no studies within major consumer research journals where 
qualitative or CCT scholars explore charitable donating. However, one niche jour-
nal, the International Journal of Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Marketing, includes 
qualitative studies on topics such as consumers’ patronage of charity brands, and on 
other types of donating such as volunteer behavior – albeit not that recently (Hibbert 
and Home, 1997; Tapp, 1996).

Understanding the motivations for, and mediators and moderators that influence, 
charitable donating is no doubt a worthy endeavor, especially as income disparities 
become increasingly dramatic between the haves and the have-nots, and as the 
marketing discipline seeks to understand how the skills and talents of those it trains 
can contribute to socially conscious and just outcomes. But one question still looms 
large – are charitable donating and gift giving ‘related’? That is, are they different 
versions of gift giving, or different types of behaviors entirely? In fact, the titles 
of many articles seem to indicate that the boundaries between the two are for all 
practical purposes nonexistent. Article searches yield the words ‘gift giving’ in works 
that focus on charitable donating, rather than the occasion-oriented types of exchange 
typically associated with the term. Fischer et  al. (1996) attempt to de-muddy the 
definitional waters, arguing that gift giving is distinct from charitable donating 
because donating represents a transfer, but not an exchange, of desired assets. For 
example, charitable donating can occur when no relationship exists between donor 
and recipient, and when there is no expectation of reciprocity. Furthermore, requests 
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for donations typically emanate from potential recipients, or from entities acting on 
their behalf.

Recently, however, Domen Bajde, a CCT scholar, argues forcefully that 
charitable donating is, in fact, a form of gift giving, because it enables both parties 
in the exchange to participate in ‘imagined communities’ linked by emotional and 
other affiliative ties (2009). Echoing his like-minded colleagues who push back on  
the dominance of a focus on dyadic exchange, Bajde argues that focusing 
on charitable giving will enable us to understand other motivations such as 
humanitarian giving, because ‘the imagined community of humanity becomes an 
entity that can receive gifts’ (2009, p. 70). Importantly in this conceptual article, he 
leaves many questions for future scholars to address, such as the nature of imagined 
communities, and how their members actually perceive distinctions between gift 
giving and charitable donating.

Sharing vs Giving

Once again demonstrating his prowess for pioneering important constructs in con-
sumer research, Belk (2010) presents his conceptual argument for regarding sharing 
as a core consumption-laden behavior that deserves attention by scholars. One of the 
key aspects of this publication is his discussion of the similarities and differences 
between sharing and giving. He draws distinctions between the two constructs by 
offering prototypes of each, which he believes places their differences in high relief. 
He avers that two appropriate prototypes for sharing are ‘mothering and the pooling 
of allocations within the ideal family’ (2010, p. 717), because these conceptualiza-
tions are absent of expectations of reciprocity, represent joint ownership, and are 
often practiced on the communal level.

In contrast, Belk offers as the prototype for gift giving his own metaphor of the 
‘perfect gift’, with its characteristics of sacrifice, intention to please the recipient, a 
luxury good (an element I revisit in my research agenda), and eliciting surprise and 
delight. He acknowledges that both giving and sharing can bind the parties involved 
in an intimate way, and basically argues that the main difference between the two is 
that ‘whereas the gift imposes an obligation of reciprocity, sharing does not’ (2010,  
p. 718). He also observes that several scholars interchange the use of giving and shar-
ing in their research. I noted above that although Giesler’s work portends to discuss 
networked giving, his own discussion makes as much of a case for the behavior as a 
case study of sharing. Belk’s seminal piece on sharing does feature a table where he 
delineates what he sees are the dimensions and differences between giving, sharing, 
and commodity exchange. Although I agree with many of his differentiating dimen-
sions between giving and sharing, I respectfully would argue that the ‘perfect gift’ 
metaphor is not always an accurate prototype for giving. In their work, Belk and Coon 
(1993) present three different models that can govern gift giving – namely, economic 
exchange, social exchange, and (their contribution in the article) – agapic giving. I 
would argue that the ‘perfect gift’ prototype fits that category – and that sometimes, 
the other gift-exchange models are salient. In other words, we do not always seek a 
perfect gift to fulfill our social-network obligations – sometimes we just want to get 
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it over with, and select a cheese basket. What I think Belk (2010) reveals is that the 
distinction between giving and sharing should remain open for future debate.

Gift Giving (Buying) in the Marketplace

Weinberger (2016) explores how the types and sources of gifts people offer at holi-
days and special occasions evolved in America, chronicling the transition from 
homemade items to goods and services increasingly obtained from the commercial 
sphere. She notes that ‘a confluence of social, cultural, and market conditions in the 
early 1800s laid the groundwork for the commercialization of gift giving … The 
marketplace is now the main source for … gifts [with] retailers central to the cultiva-
tion of this acceptance’ (n.p.). In fact, consumer gift-buying behavior is so vital to 
the health of many stakeholders in the retail, tourist, and experience industries that 
many depend on revenues from gift sales for survival.

In 1989, John Sherry and Mary Ann McGrath published what remains one of the 
most detailed ethnographies pertaining to gift buying in the field. It foreshadowed 
and stimulated a core aspect of their personal research agendas – specifically, 
understanding the reflexive relationship between consumers’ reliance on marketplace 
experiences and their conceptualizations and creations of domestic ritual occasions. 
In this chapter, the authors each immersed themselves in the ethnographic study 
of one gift store for an entire month before, during and after the Christmas season. 
Meticulously crafting thick descriptions of the atmospherics, activities, and 
customer/salespeople interactions in these stores, they then offer several research 
propositions to propel the study of gift buying and selling. With respect to the 
salience of the gift store during the holiday season, one conclusion they offer is that 
the retail store itself (and not just special wrapping and preparations of a potential 
gift object) helps transform what consumers might perceive as ordinary commodities 
into gifts. Specifically, retail stores can ‘alter and disrupt mundane perceptions and 
assumptions by enriching stimulation … the experience of the stores … is [itself] a 
gift … from proprietor to prospect’ (1989, p. 161).

The authors follow this work with marketplace-related gift research focused on 
consumers’ perceptions and retail-related activities when returning gifts. Leveraging 
Sidney Levy’s deep knowledge of the human psyche, they rely on projective and 
other techniques to study actual and fantasized gift-return scenarios, which reveal 
how consumers’ marketplace experiences contribute to the ‘dark side’ of gift giving 
(Sherry et al., 1992, 1993).

Although gift-buying activities associated with Christmas dominate the early lit-
erature (e.g., Fischer and Arnold, 1990; Laroche et  al., 2000; Otnes et  al., 1993), 
recently scholars have begun to explore marketplace activities associated with wed-
ding gifting as well. Bradford and Sherry (2013) delve deeply into this topic. In 
particular, exploring the retail institution of the bridal registry provides a lens into the 
previously neglected topic of branded goods as gifts. In addition, exploring registries 
from the perspective of givers (or ‘donors’ – the term Sherry favors) and recipients 
illuminates how registries reduces the anxiety for both givers who wish to select a 
socially appropriate gift, and for recipients learning how to make decisions as a couple. 
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Furthermore, this work spotlights how both retailers and brands help ‘serve as bro-
kers in consumer-to-consumer relationships as [couples] perform their roles in view 
of the ritual audience [e.g., givers] within the arena provided by the retailer and the 
registry it houses’ (2013, p. 164).

Thus, gift-giving research in the twenty-first century fully recognizes the impor-
tance of incorporating not just the enactment of actual gift exchange, but also how 
consumers rely on the marketplace when selecting gifts. Of course, the dominant 
new frontier of gift buying is now the consumer’s computer or smartphone; recent 
estimates place these devices as the sites for over half of all gift shopping in the US 
(Allen, 2015). This topic is the newest, and last, stream of research I will discuss.

Gift Giving and the Digital Economy

Even as computer-mediated marketplace behavior represents an unprecedented para-
digm shift in the ways consumers shop, how retail marketplaces and social-media 
communications facilitate or hinder consumer gift buying and giving is sorely under-
explored. Because of space constraints and the lack of any robust empirical stream, 
I discuss just one conceptual article that addresses this issue. Belk (2013) extends his 
original conceptualization of possessions as extensions of the self to include social-
media enactments, experiences, and expressions. In highlighting the key areas of 
research pertaining to the digital extended self, he calls attention to gift giving – an 
interest that should not surprise anyone familiar with his career, or even reading this 
chapter (see also Otnes, 2014). Belk first highlights five key ways the digital world 
has transformed entities pertaining to the extended self (including dematerialization, 
re-embodiment through such phenomena as avatars and consumer co-construction of 
entities and experiences). Next, he argues that the digital world also contributes new 
and impermanent gift forms, such as compliments on social-media posts, text mes-
sages, and tags on photos. He observes that the digital arena reveals the manifestation 
of ‘various motivations [for] digital gift giving, ranging from reciprocity-seeking, 
ingratiation, and status-seeking to altruism and love’ (Belk, 2013, p. 492). Certainly, 
old-school gift (and identity) scholars might find Belk’s assertion pertaining to these 
new forms of gifts to be controversial. However, the important issue here is that Belk 
urges scholars to explore how the digital world reconfigures (and perhaps even razes) 
the definitions and delineations of gift giving rooted in a pre-digital landscape.

giving To The Field: reinvigoraTing and reConCiling The 
sCoPe oF giFT-exChange researCh

About ten years ago, I submitted a paper on gift giving to a conference. A reviewer 
returned this one-sentence critique: ‘the last thing consumer research needs is 
another paper on gift giving’. I hope this chapter negates any notion that the topic is 
stagnant and no longer of value to the discipline. New configurations of kinship 
groups, new marketplace opportunities, and of course, the dominance (hegemony?) 
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of social media continue to exert influence and reshape general cultural norms and 
practices, as well as those that govern (or lead to resistance to [Weinberger, 2015]) 
gift giving. Furthermore, if the review above demonstrates anything, it is that several 
often distinct groups of scholars would no doubt benefit greatly from a joint effort or 
event in which to share their different perspectives on the topic.

Framed by gift episodes from my own experience, in this section I offer a research 
agenda that seeks to connect some of the findings and foci from the six research streams 
discussed above. I do so hoping to reconcile some of the seemingly disparate and dis-
connected strains that continually tug at the definition and domain of gift giving within 
consumer research, and to stimulate research that recognizes the value of integrating 
micro, meso, and macro approaches. If research in gift giving is to move beyond its siloed 
approach and become truly intra-disciplinary, it is important to consider more holistic 
approaches to understanding the antecedents, processes, and consequences of the behavior.

Understanding Impactful Gifts

Cycling back to Sherry’s (1983) seminal gift-giving framework, the Reformulation 
phase – where gifts exert an impact on a recipient’s future life, and on relational 
outcomes within a dyad or intimate network – remains the least understood. 
Researchers plumb the short-term relational effects of gift exchange in dyads (Ruth 
et al., 1999) – but what do we know of the positive or negative long-term impact of 
gifts? For example, when interacting with intimate others, givers (and especially family 
members, provided the relationships are healthy!) often devote a great deal of time and 
energy mulling over what gifts can make the most difference to their loved ones. When 
we consider the gifts that have made the most difference in our lives, what are they? 
Are they gifts of money that recipients then convert into investments of social, cultural, 
or educational capital (Bradford, 2009)? Do millennials – especially those living in the 
‘age of entitlement’ (Twenge and Campbell, 2009) even perceive such offerings as 
tuition payments at elite institutions, trips abroad, or years of dance lessons as gifts? 
How do people living in countries such as those in the Nordic region who enjoy macro-
level entitlements such as free college, healthcare, and retirement pensions, perceive 
these entitlements? Are they cultural-level gifts? If so, how do these citizens reciprocate 
(if at all)? Furthermore, how do their perspectives on such entitlements shape the types 
of goods, services, and experiences exchanged at the micro-level?

In short, what do we understand about the nature and impact of truly impactful 
gifts in our lives? Popular accounts of gifting behavior typically focus on the ‘hot’ 
items for different gift occasions – with some even stimulating violence as givers 
fight over scarce goods (e.g., Fitzpatrick, 2015). However, I seriously doubt that 
recipients would ultimately deem even a scuffle-inducing ‘Tickle Me Elmo’ doll as 
life changing – so which gifts (if any) can and do contribute to our transformations of 
self in our social networks and broader communities, in positive and negative ways?

For example, in America it used be quite common for many middle- and upper-class 
students to receive cars when graduating from high school or college, and research 
discusses the transformational outcomes of these items (e.g., Otnes et al., 2014). When 
I moved to Austin in 1982 for graduate school, my parents gifted me their ‘beater’ – a 
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1976 Chevy Nova, which enabled me to take a job across town as a copywriter, and to 
foster social relationships with my co-workers and the Austin advertising community 
in general. However, millennials are more reluctant to accept the inherent burdens of 
driving and car ownership. So which gifts now symbolize the passage to adulthood 
in contemporary culture? Scholars across the six research streams I discuss above 
could work together and explore this topic, and enable a truly deep understanding of 
how impactful gifts emanate from and transcend the micro, meso, and macro levels.

Revisiting Gift Traditions

This chapter affirms that the overwhelming balance of gift-giving activity still occurs 
within intimate dyadic and family groups. Like many people, my history as a gift 
giver began in childhood, and is replete with gift-giving traditions enjoyed with 
friends and family members. These range from the relatively tame – for example, 
always giving my mother-in-law a jigsaw puzzle for Christmas – to the greatly-
anticipated and often hilarious (for years, Sharon Shavitt and I tried to one-up each 
other in our selection of tacky-souvenir gifts). My own research with Tina Lowrey and 
Julie Ruth found us reviewing countless instances of gift traditions. Given the poten-
tial importance of such repetitive and entrenched behavior to social networks and to 
marketers, it is worth exploring how such traditions get started, what causes them to 
remain stalwart, and what contributes to their demise (after alligator back-scratchers 
and light-up Rosetta Stone pins, Sharon and I somehow implicitly agreed to switch to 
kitschy food souvenirs). Again, researchers could inform explorations of this topic at 
a cultural level as well. Work in the tourism field avers that Japanese consumers seem 
sociologically mandated to buy souvenirs for friends and family members (e.g., Park, 
2000). Furthermore, recent experimental research reveals that traditions during family 
rituals can enhance consumers’ happiness with these occasions (Sezer et al., 2016) – 
integrating findings from the now-robust stream of happiness research in the area of 
ritual studies, when most of the previous emotions explored in that space focus on 
ambivalence and anxiety (e.g., Otnes et al., 1997; Wooten, 2000).

What is Gift Giving, Anyway?

If my review of the literature demonstrates anything, it is that the meaning(s) of gift 
giving, and the characteristics distinguishing it from related behaviors such as shar-
ing and charitable donating, remain murky. I do not advocate becoming bogged 
down in definitional diatribe. However, it may be time to take a good, hard look at 
what may or may not constitute gift giving, gift buying, and even gift making (e.g., 
how people respond to items produced with 3-D printers; Rindfleisch and O’Hern, 
2015) – recognizing that what constitutes a gift is an historically and culturally situ-
ated judgment. When I ask my husband what he wants for Christmas every year, 
inevitably he tells me, ‘a hug’. Although he always finds more than that under the 
tree, where do these gifts of the self fall on the continuum of value for recipients? 
Other scholarship examines gifts from the body (e.g., blood, organs, embryos; Healy, 
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2010). Revisiting the notion of impactful gifts, deciding to become a donor in the 
most literal sense may be the most crucial of all offerings for the potential recipient. 
Perhaps rather than bogging down in devising ‘the’ definition of gift giving, it would 
be better to consider what aspects of giving, sharing, or donating each of the tangible 
and intangible forms convey. Scaraboto’s explication of the theoretical landscape that 
explains the relative contribution of various types of exchange behavior within a 
networked community is an excellent example in this regard.

Gift Giving and Strategic Marketing Decisions

It is now a truism that many consumers across the globe are captivated by luxury brands, 
although readers of extant gift-giving research would be forgiven if they came away 
thinking such goods are not popular gift options. Indeed, my search for literature on this 
topic yielded literally no study focusing on luxury goods as gifts. Consider, however, 
that luxury goods seem to fulfill a number of key roles in terms of status signaling, from 
both the social-competitive and the evolutionary-psychology perspectives (e.g., Nelissen 
and Meijers, 2011). Luxury goods might also seem to satisfy the criteria Belk (1996) 
identifies as central to the ‘perfect gift’. One Christmas, I opened what I thought was a 
white leather clasp purse from my mother, only to realize it was a high-end jewelry case 
containing a strand of genuine pearls (a contemporary strand, with the pearls about an 
inch apart, but still!). I remember immediately thinking how different – and amazing – 
this gift was, compared to the many from her I had regarded as ‘so not me’ (and often 
‘so her’) over the years. Clearly, the cultural discourses surrounding luxury goods are 
tempting and trenchant – but how does this fascination translate into the experience of 
giving, receiving and reciprocating them (or not being able to)?

With regard to another marketplace trend, the rise of gift cards, with annual sales in 
the US alone topping $130 billion (‘2015 gift card sales …’, 2015), is also a phenom-
enon worthy of attention, not only among their givers and recipients, but also at the 
social-network and cultural levels. Indeed, an entire industry now exists to support 
people unloading undesired gift cards at discounts to website brokers (e.g., www.
raise.com). Culturally, what do gift cards really mean – e.g., do they signal a cultural 
malaise with holiday shopping, a realization that people are basically greedy and 
(again) entitled, wanting what they want – and don’t really like others to select items 
for them? Recent experimental studies broach the topic – but here, researchers rather 
than study participants select the variables they deem salient. Surely, such a ubiqui-
tous phenomenon could (and probably should) be the focus of deep qualitative study.

Theorizing Gift Giving

Given the abundance of scholars who approach the topic of gift-giving from different 
angles, I believe the most important question they could explore (preferably by 
crossing/transgressing into each other’s terrains) is: (How) has our theorization of gift-
giving improved – and how can scholars deepen it in the future? Extant work reflects 
approaches ranging from: (1) experiments that leverage enabling theories; (2) a few 

www.raise.com
www.raise.com
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qualitative/CCT studies that do the same; and (3) dominating the qualitative paradigm, 
grounded-theoretical empirical studies. Some scholars – Belk in particular – consistently 
strive to expand the construct of gift giving. He now includes the gifting practices 
associated with hospitality behavior (Sobh et al., 2013), as well as the aforementioned 
digital ‘presents’ of communication and feedback.

To deepen the level of theorization, I offer three routes for gift-giving scholars. 
First, they can follow the precedent of their experimental colleagues, and consider 
exploring the salience of robust consumer-psychological theories through historical 
and sociocultural lenses (and methods that enable their application). As an example, 
Klein et  al. (2015) ponder how to interpret gift-giving practices among Holocaust 
prisoners, through the enabling lens of Oyserman’s identity-based motivation theory. It 
enables us to both explain the significance of gift-giving incidents within concentration 
camps, but also to make sense of survivors’ discussions of how these gifts informed 
the prisoners’ selves as they wrote their memoirs later in life. Furthermore, a robust 
theory such as the horizontal/vertical individualism-collectivism stream that Sharon 
Shavitt, Carlos Torelli and other scholars plumb would certainly seem to enrich cross-
cultural research on gift giving (Shavitt et al., 2006; Torelli and Shavitt, 2010).

Second, scholars could also consider new work by anthropologists who are 
revisiting and reinterpreting the seminal research on gift giving conducted in the 
early twentieth century within the context of contemporary societies. Several recent 
book-length treatments (Godbout, 1998; Godelier, 1996; Rupp, 2003; Sykes, 2005) 
challenge these core theoretical pillars – which consumer scholars often (re)cite 
without reconsidering their relevance to contemporary gifting practices. For example, 
Sykes (2005) discusses how scholars can revisit Mauss’s conceptualization of the 
gift as a ‘total social fact’ to help scholars compare the meaning of gift giving across 
cultures. In other words, because the concept is ‘profoundly a sociological, and not a 
philosophical concept … it is best discussed in ethnographic examples’ (2005, p. 63) 
and thus, can re-energize the study of comparative exchange practices, to determine 
whether, to what extent, and how the core constructs of reciprocity, obligation, and 
competitive giving, as well as sacrifice still manifest within various cultural contexts.

Third, reflecting on the current value placed upon understanding process-approaches 
to consumption, especially in the CCT domain (e.g., Giesler and Thompson, 2016), 
gift scholars certainly could pay more attention to the ways gift giving and gift buying 
unfold. Although my colleagues and I can speak to the difficulty of conducting 
longitudinal research on gift behavior (Lowrey et  al., 2004), I believe we also 
successfully demonstrated how over time, entrenched exchange histories with specific 
dyadic partners exert power to shape people’s perceptions of (in)appropriate gifts. In 
truth, however, most gift-giving research is essentially devoid of process, and even that 
study extrapolates“longitudinal” explanation from retrospective accounts.

Gift Giving and Consumer Welfare

As noted, disparate groups of scholars across the discipline pursue research on gift 
giving and charitable donating. However, the Transformative Consumer Research 
paradigm could serve as a common bridge across these camps, given that they all 
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traverse consumer-welfare issues (e.g., the stress and responsibilities of participating 
in gift buying and giving; the burdens of offering various resources when making 
charitable donations). Furthermore, the TCR agenda also prompts deep questions 
about gift giving that pertain to social injustice and underprivileged consumers’ 
inability to meet their social demands. Simply addressing how the poor negotiate 
the gift economy is a compelling question. Research indicates that for highly 
visible sociocultural rituals such as weddings and funerals, lower-income 
consumers often spend a higher percentage of their income than those in the 
middle or upper class (Otnes and Pleck, 2003). Yet (perhaps paternalistic, but 
definitely critical) questions abound as to the ‘rationality’ of these decisions, given 
the struggle for most of these families to engender a daily existence. Fundamentally, 
considering the costs people might incur if they choose to forego their social 
obligations strikes at issues related to the ability to maintain face, and to preserve 
dignity and pride.

ConClusion

I began this chapter a few weeks prior to Christmas 2016, and ended it in the second 
week of January, 2017 – an appropriate time of the year to ponder the state of gift-
giving research. My foray through sales flyers and Facebook ads for ‘perfect gifts’, 
and my memorable dash through the Dallas Cowboys airport store on Christmas Eve 
reminded me of the blessings and burdens of entrenchment in a gift economy. As 
both life in a consumer culture and the literature discussed above attest, gift giving 
is still a ‘total social fact,’ at least in terms of its existence, but perhaps not exactly 
manifest in form and function as Mauss describes it.

A few days after Thanksgiving, I received an envelope in my newspaper from 
our paper-route provider. Chockablock with printed family photos that identified 
his wife and kids by name, it featured the helpful instructions: ‘For Christmas tips: 
tape to the door – just leave the lights on so I can see it!’ A few days before our 
Christmas travels, I dutifully taped a tip to the door in the envelope, with the lights 
on, as ‘suggested’. This example alone could serve as the foundation for a study of 
compliance in gift giving – in all of its explicit and implicit glory. But whatever future 
gift-giving topic appeals, I hope this chapter proves enlightening, and encourages a 
cornucopia of studies that see CCT scholars, TCR scholars, experimentalists, retail-
strategy scholars and others working together to re-energize and re-theorize this 
fascinating topic. What a gift to the field such an effort could be!
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Prosumption Tribes:  

How Consumers Collectively 
Rework Brands, Products, 

Services and Markets

Bernard Cova and Danie le  Da l l i

inTroduCTion

This chapter deals with two important assumptions of consumer behaviour theories 
that are rooted in cognitive psychology and economics. The first is methodological 
individualism: the unit of observation is the individual consumer. The second is 
related to the nature of consumption activities: the consumer is seen as using 
(destroying) the utility created by companies and channelled through products  
and services.

Interpretive researchers (Beckmann and Elliott, 2000) have challenged these two 
assumptions as follows:

•	 Consumption is a collective phenomenon: groups just as individuals are capable of agency and, 
as such, they can be considered as the unit of analysis of the consumption process. Consumers 
are embedded in networks of social relations that are enacted through their behaviours and 
that – at the same time – assume their own agencies (Cova, 1997; Schouten and McAlexander, 
1995). As such, these collectives are intermediaries between individuals and institutions 
(markets, companies, public agencies, other consumption collectives, etc.)

•	 Consumption is a constructive activity in which consumers actively add value to products  
and services (Aubert-Gamet, 1997; Firat and Shultz, 1997). Consumers work and re-work 
companies’ offerings from the material point of view (e.g. customisation). They also add 
immaterial value through cultural and social interactions in which goods, services and brands 
are enriched through comments, reviews and discourses. In addition, consumers construct the 
social network in which and through which these offerings are actually channelled: without 
social networks the market alone – as we actually know it from the economic perspective – 
should not effectively work.
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Interpretive scholars developed these ideas thanks to their strong theoretical 
orientation towards the cultural dimension of consumption (Arnould and Thompson, 
2005, 2015): starting from sociological and anthropological premises, theoretical 
and empirical research drove the attention of scholars towards the collective and 
constructive dimensions of consumption. These streams of research grew up 
separately even if there are articles and scholars that tried to bridge them together 
(Schau et al., 2009); this chapter will provide a further contribution in this direction.

We first describe how the tribal phenomenon is growing in today’s consumer culture 
and highlight similarities and differences between consumer tribes, subcultures of 
consumption, brand communities and brand publics. Then, we focus on communal 
practices and productive activities of consumer tribes and highlight how these lead 
companies to promote and capture consumers’ value creation. Finally, we discuss how 
the prosumption tribe phenomenon challenges the boundaries between market and 
work and the roles played by economic agents (e.g., companies, tribes, consumers) 
and how this requires rethinking the related and established theories.

The rise oF Tribes: From brand CommuniTies To brand PubliCs

Marketplace cultures and co-consuming groups stand on the forefront of interpretive 
consumer research (Cova et al., 2007) and form one of the four key realms of con-
sumer culture research (Arnould and Thompson, 2005).

For the past two decades, and inspired in part by the application of the tribal theories 
of French sociologist Michel Maffesoli (1996), a new understanding of consumer 
collectives has emerged within consumer research and marketing theory. This 
approach rejects an atomistic, overly individualistic, information processing view 
of consumers as individuals who are sealed off and separated from their experiential 
worlds. Rather, a variety of studies, from both a North American anthropological 
tradition (Arnould and Price, 1993; Kozinets, 2001; Schouten and McAlexander, 
1995) and a European micro-sociological tradition (Cova and Cova, 2002; Goulding 
et al., 2002), have ascertained that human life is essentially social. Social life is a 
rich, complex, kaleidoscopic mixture of affective and cultural relations. Scholars 
in this tradition refuse to analyse market-based phenomena through the imposition 
of abstract modernist structures (class, age, gender, etc.) in favour of what might 
be termed a bottom-up postmodern sociology (Maffesoli, 1996). In this view, the 
building blocks of human life are not to be found in abstract categories applied to  
the analysis of social life, but in the multiplicity of groupings that we all participate 
in, knowingly or not, through the course of our everyday lives. ‘There is a shift from 
the individual with a stable identity, exercising a function in contractual groups, to the 
person playing different roles in affectual tribes’ (Maffesoli, 2000, p. xvii). Through 
re-tribalisation, society therefore appears more and more like a network of societal 
micro-groups in which individuals entertain strong emotional bonds, experiences and 
common passions.

These tribes are fundamental to our experience of life in general. They differ from 
traditional tribes in an anthropological sense in one important way; we belong to many 
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little tribes at the same time and we are not exclusively tied to one single tribe. From 
this perspective the consumption of cultural resources circulated through markets 
(goods, brands, leisure experiences, etc.) are not the sine qua non of contemporary 
life. Rather, they are means to facilitate meaningful social relationships (Cova, 1997). 
The ‘links’ (social relationships) are more important than the things (products, 
services, and brands).

These social, proximate groupings have an important effect on consumers’ behav-
iour. The collective dimension of consumption is growing in importance due to various 
factors: consumers interact and communicate through identification and interaction 
with other consumers, as individuals and as groups. This holds on the direct, face-to-
face level, but also through the medium of the Internet and related resources. More 
and more resources are available for consumers through which they can actually take 
part in the re-tribalisation of society (Maffesoli, 1996). The digital dimension of trib-
alisation is very important as individuals are given the opportunity to participate in 
tribes largely beyond their physical or local presence. Consumers all over the world 
are able to connect and contribute to events, campaigns, and discourses in general 
through digital technologies and social networks. Individual consumers from differ-
ent contexts get in touch over the web and feel united and committed to each other 
under the umbrella of their common interest: products, services, brands, and experi-
ences. The notion of the consumer has changed a lot recently, thanks to the digital 
drive and the resulting opportunities for social interaction (Belk, 2013). As a result, 
tribes and collectives assume an even greater role and the (digital) discursive domain 
becomes central for the process of consumers’ acculturation to and participation  
in tribes.

In the wake of this interest for collective experiences, different labels in consumer 
research and marketing theory have been introduced to describe divergent – and 
sometimes overlapping – forms of co-consuming groups (Goulding et al., 2013):

•	 Consumer tribe: for a fluid group of people who share ephemeral experiences based on a 
particular product, service, brand or consumption activity (Cova et al., 2007);

•	 Subculture of consumption: for a group of people who share temporary ritualised experi-
ences and commitment to a particular product, brand, or consumption activity (Schouten and 
McAlexander, 1995);

•	 Brand community: for a group of people who share rituals and ways of thinking and traditions, 
as well as a sense of moral responsibility towards other members, and religious zeal towards a 
focal brand (Muñiz and O’Guinn, 2001).

The similarities between brand communities, subcultures of consumption and 
consumer tribes are greater than their differences. They are all led by the return of 
community feeling that characterises contemporary tribalisation (Maffesoli, 1996). 
However, this categorisation allows researchers to differentiate between collective 
experiences according to three main traits: (1) the strength of the ties that bind people 
(from strong to fluid); (2) the type of interaction (from long-established rituals to 
ephemeral experiences); and (3) the object of their shared passion (a product, 
service, brand, or consumption activity).

Consumer tribes (Cova et  al., 2007) are naturally occurring groups where tribe 
members identify with one another (or alternatively they can be ‘activated’ and 
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encouraged to be linked together by social media or marketing activities); they have 
shared experiences and emotions; and they are capable of engaging in collective, 
though ephemeral, social action – that is, as members of the tribe consumers can ‘do’ 
things that they would not be able to do as non-members. A consumer tribe could 
form around any leisure-based activity, interest, hobby, or passion. ‘If you are pas-
sionate about surfing, traveling, a TV show, snowboarding, running, reading books, 
a band or singer, knitting, fine wine, a film-star, music, international politics, fossil-
hunting, or fishing, the rise of social media via the internet means that you can search 
for and find other likeminded devotees and voilà you will have the basis of a tribe’ 
(Cova and Shankar, 2012, p. 180).

A subculture of consumption reunites individuals sharing the same original culture, 
or which otherwise deviates compared to a dominant culture. It is ‘a distinctive sub-
group of society that self-selects on the basis of a shared commitment to a particular 
product class, brand, or consumption activity’ (Schouten and McAlexander, 1995,  
p. 43). Kozinets (2001) sees it as a group of devoted consumers socially constructing 
reality outside of the dominant system. In all cases, from Harley-Davidson to Star 
Trek for example, there exist offline (e.g., face to face) and online (e.g., Internet) inter-
mediary groupings which are informally linked to one another to form constellations:

the constellation of meanings and practices that characterise a consumption subculture are not 
uniquely grounded in a particular set of socioeconomic circumstances. Instead, members of a 
consumption subculture can inhabit diverse social positions. Their primarily affiliative tie is a 
shared avocational interest (such as skydiving or biking) and its attendant consumption 
experiences. (Thompson and Troester, 2002, p. 553)

A brand community is a co-consuming group of people that have a common interest 
in a specific brand and create a parallel social universe (subculture) abounding with 
its own myths, values, rituals, vocabulary and hierarchy (Muñiz and O’Guinn, 2001; 
Pongsakornrungsilp and Schroeder, 2011). On a sociological level, brand communi-
ties herald new forms of collectives emerging in contemporary society: rather than 
communities creating symbols, they form around symbols (Luedicke et  al., 2010; 
Stratton and Northcote, 2016). On a managerial level, brand communities are 
described as the perfect locus of value co-creation (Schau et al., 2009). Brand co-
creation (Ind et  al., 2013) and consumer-generated branded content (Muñiz and 
Schau, 2011) are among the most significant aspects of this value co-creation process 
(Galvagno and Dalli, 2014).

Past research on these co-consuming groups has been recently criticised and 
redressed in several ways.

•	 First, some researchers contend (O’Reilly, 2012) that consumer culture scholars’ view on tribes is 
only loosely ‘inspired’ by Maffesoli’s theory and that a stronger theoretical connection with his 
1996 piece is needed. One major drawback is that Maffesoli in his 1996 book describes tribes 
in different ways, such as a ‘communion of saints’ (p. 73); ‘electronic mail, sexual networks, 
various solidarities including sporting and musical gatherings’ (p. 73); ‘youth groups, affinity 
associations, small-scale industrial enterprises’ (p. 75); and ‘small community group[s]’ (p. 94) 
(O’Reilly, 2012, p. 343), and these are not always consistent with the ‘reduced’ use of the term 
made in consumer research. Moreover, Maffesoli’s recent work emphasises what he calls the 
‘three defining traits of tribalism’ (Maffesoli, 2010, p. 85): (1) prevalence of the (local) territory; 
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(2) sharing of taste; and (3) come back of the face of the ever-present child. Again, this does 
not seem to be all encapsulated in the definition of consumer tribes (Cova et al., 2007) and thus 
requires further reinvestigation.

•	 Second, other researchers (Thomas et al., 2013) argue that past research has emphasised the 
homogeneity of co-consuming groups, privileging the shared experiences of community mem-
bers over their differences. However, they claim that heterogeneity is often at play in consumer 
collectives and that research must acknowledge it. On one side, heterogeneity is necessary for 
the development of strong and successful tribes. As Fournier and Lee (2009) maintain, inside 
the community different roles and profiles are necessary in order to give different people with 
different orientations and goals the opportunity to participate. Moreover, within the same 
community there are different ways in which members provide support for the co-creation of 
value: different goals and personal characteristics lead members towards various exchange 
regimes within the same community (Corciolani and Dalli, 2014; Scaraboto, 2015). On the other 
side, heterogeneity often incites tensions and conflict that represent a constitutive dimension 
of collectives (Husemann et al., 2015): conflicts arise between members or factions as well as 
between members and companies (Thomas et al., 2013).

•	 Third, Arvidsson and Caliandro (2015) argue that a category of co-consuming group is missing, 
what they label ‘brand publics’. A brand public is an organised media-space kept together by a 
continuity of mediation practices. Brand publics result from an aggregation of a large number 
of isolated expressions that have a common focus. Contrary to brand communities, they do 
not build on sustained forms of interaction or any consistent collective identity (Arvidsson and 
Caliandro, 2015) although they actually affect community formation and development, as well 
as individual consumers’ identity projects. The concept of brand publics emerged through an 
empirical study about the Louis Vuitton brand and it is characterised by its orientation towards 
the society (or the crowd) as a whole, its connective nature, its focus on publicity value and its 
reliance on interpassivity, a concept coined by Slavoj Žižek (1997) to describe the participation 
of individuals in the general socio-cultural discourse. On the contrary, the brand community con-
cept is oriented towards the community (or the tribe), it shows a collective nature and focuses 
on linking value and interactivity, that is individual members actively interact with each other 
and with the focus of their interest (brand, company, etc.). More generally, brand communities 
are still attached to the idea that individuals and groups are the main units of analysis and as 
such they constitute the locus of management and control of brands and their social networks. 
Brand publics are more oriented towards communication and discourse: the unit of analysis here 
is the medium and the flow of communication within it and therefore management is oriented 
towards this fluid dimension: social media, social networks, and the like.

Following the introduction of the ‘brand public’ concept, Zwick and Bradshaw 
(2016) argue that the central object at stake in CCT research, the brand community, 
barely actually exists. According to these authors, the community concept therefore 
is employed as an ideological tool for maintaining social and behavioural commit-
ment behind an imagined practice of sort, and they ponder why such ideologies are 
necessary, and what they allow the marketer to do. Zwick and Bradshaw (2016) build 
on Kozinets (2010, p. 2), who reports that ‘there are at least 100 million, and perhaps 
as many as a billion people around the world who participate in online communities 
as a regular, ongoing part of their social experience’, and on Arvidsson (2013,  
p. 371), who points out that from a sociological perspective user aggregations such 
as the ‘now defunct Geocities web space with its “more than three million members” 
are not to be understood as communities, at least not in anything that resembles the 
significance that that term has originally held in social theory (not to speak of 
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Facebook or YouTube that are most definitely not communities)’. Despite all the talk 
about communities – especially marketing scholars’ and professionals’ favourite  
version of such a community, the brand community – Zwick and Bradshaw (2016) 
contend that they remain difficult to locate as social formations characterised by 
dense webs of interpersonal interactions and durable attachments to a shared territory 
or identity as understood in sociology. The non-enduring character of virtual com-
munal engagement and social communication reduces engagement to pure participa-
tion and resembles an energetic but ultimately short-lived and meaningless flash mob 
rather than a collective of engaged subjectivities. Online communities – when 
defined as a social formation of sustained and meaningful interpersonal interaction – 
are then hard to find.

In sum, the new concept of brand publics helps in bridging the gap between the 
hard, physical, interpersonal, and social character of consumption communities, 
however defined, and the fluid, digital, and communicative or conversational nature 
of consumers’ collectives. This is not a sort of juxtaposition between old and new 
forms of engagement, but rather the necessary integration of two parallel dimen-
sions of consumption processes. Consumers participate in both the social and the 
discursive processes and contribute to the development of communities and publics 
(Canniford and Shankar, 2013; Parmentier and Fischer, 2015).

ProsumPTion and value CreaTing Tribes

Since the 1990s, the consumer research literature has identified blurred boundaries 
between consumption and production (Firat and Venkatesh, 1995). Consumers are no 
longer the final link in the production chain, the one in which value is actually 
deployed and destroyed; on the contrary, they actually create value and this activity 
lies at the very heart of the consumption process. Consumer researchers thus 
acknowledge a productive role for consumers (Arnould and Thompson, 2005), who 
engage in a wealth of productive actions, such as generating new product ideas, 
providing leads through word of mouth, defining the brand’s meaning and staging 
experiences for other customers. Recent examples of this research are McQuarrie 
et  al. (2013), Hartmann and Ostberg (2013), Brosius et  al. (2013), Martin and 
Schouten (2014), Moisio et  al. (2004, 2013), Peters et  al. (2012), and Press and 
Arnould (2011), to name a few.

This literature soon converged towards the concept of prosumption, originally 
developed by Toffler (1980), according to which production and consumption are not 
separable from each other (Cova and Cova, 2012; Ritzer, 2014). By moving between 
production and consumption, consumers engage in prosumption, such that they pro-
duce at least part of what they consume (Ritzer and Jurgenson, 2010). Prosumption 
activity also has increased in recent decades, as an effect of social changes (Ritzer 
et  al., 2012) enhanced by the emergence of the Internet with its platforms and 
resources. The overall idea that emerges from this literature is that consumers partici-
pate in the physical and cultural construction of their consumption objects (Keat et al., 
1994): often implicitly, the assumption behind these theorisations is that consumer 
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engagement in production is a necessary, if not essential, condition for a satisfactory 
consumption experience.

In addition, prosumption relates to research initiated by sociologists (Dujarier, 
2008) suggesting that ‘work’ offers the best description of consumer activity. That 
is, customers are systematic workers or quasi-employees (Rieder and Voß, 2010). Yet 
working consumers also differ from prosumers, who are selectively involved with 
enterprises. Furthermore, though the notion of consumer work has not been broached 
directly in the consumer literature, a few studies build on the sociology of work 
to investigate the existence of working consumers (Cova and Dalli, 2009) and the 
effects of putting consumers to work (Zwick et al., 2008), then link these themes to 
collaborative marketing approaches (Beckett and Nayak, 2008).

In Table 14.1 we try to identify a list, though not exhaustive, of the approaches in 
which the active role of the consumer has been acknowledged. We acknowledge the 
metaphor (the face) mobilised by researchers to connect the consumer to a certain 
kind of activity.

First of all as a partner (lead user) in the new product development process, the con-
sumer is responsible and active in the idea generation activity (Franke et al., 2006). 
Secondly, sometimes he/she acts as a partial employee when, in the service business, 
he/she is involved in the production and delivery of the appropriate set of activities 
and resources surrounding the core service he/she asks for (Manolis et al., 2001).

Building on previous user innovation literature and services marketing research, 
service dominant logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004) sees the consumer as a resource 
integrator who combine personal resources with those offered by the company 
to co-create value for both parties. In interpretive research studies (Arnould and 
Thompson, 2005), the consumer is seen as a cultural producer in the sense that he/
she adds or alters meaning and cultural reference to market offerings (Firat and 
Venkatesh, 1995; Ritson and Elliott, 1999). In the sociology of work perspective 
(Dujarier, 2008), consumers are put to work as they contribute with unpaid material, 
cognitive, and affective labour to value creation which – finally – turns out to be 
appropriated by companies. Finally, in the sociology of consumption approach (Ritzer 
and Jurgenson, 2010), consumers are prosumers as the production and consumption 
activities collapse into one unitary activity that actually redefines the consumption as 
such: prosumers do not work as well as they do not merely consume. They manipulate 

Table 14.1 on the road to prosumption in the academic literature

Fields User  
innovation

Services 
marketing

Service- 
dominant logic

Consumer 
culture theory

Sociology  
of work

Sociology of 
consumption

Foundations Von Hippel, 
1986

Gummesson 
1991

Vargo and 
Lusch 2004

Arnould and 
Thompson 

2005

Dujarier 2008 Ritzer and 
Jurgenson 

2010

Consumer 
‘face’

Lead user Partial 
employee

Resource 
integrator

Cultural 
producer

Working 
consumer

Prosumer

Consumer 
activity

Generation 
of ideas

Co-production 
of services

Co-creation  
of value

Production of 
meanings

Production 
of immaterial 

work

Prosumption 
of activities
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market offerings in such a way that these resources increase their use value, that is, the 
very objective of prosumption. This value cannot be appropriated as it is subjective 
and idiosyncratic, but it can be shared and imitated by other consumers or employed 
by companies.

During the last two decades, a number of studies in consumption research ques-
tioned the separation between production and consumption and assessed the active 
role of consumers in the creation of value (Firat and Venkatesh, 1995). Following 
these developments in interpretive consumer research, marketing and management 
scholars theorised the ‘co-creation of value’ as a process in which consumers col-
laborate with companies in the production of value (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 
2004; Vargo and Lusch, 2004). From the theoretical perspective (Galvagno and Dalli, 
2014), it is useful to keep these approaches separate, as the first (consumers create) 
does not necessarily end up in the second (consumers co-create): first, not all of the 
value created by consumers is actually or necessarily introduced into products and 
services and hence traded on the market, and, second, sometimes consumers criticise, 
delegitimise, and destroy products’ and brands’ value, that is they do not improve the 
value of goods, but they act for the opposite (Luedicke et al., 2010).

Brand Community Value Co-creation Practices

Until this point, we have been discussing prosumption as an individual construct: the 
individual consumer is the subject of prosumption and value co-creation. As we have 
been discussing in the preceding section, consumers participate in consumption 
communities within which they create value through communal practices and 
collective activities (Schau et  al., 2009). Most of the research about consumer 
collectives value creation is about brand communities: brand success increasingly 
relies on the presence of a community of active, loyal fans (Muñiz and O’Guinn, 
2001). Brand communities provide sites for various value-creating practices. 
Members of brand communities create extensive brand content through their 
interactions. Schau et al. (2009) use social practice theory to indicate the process of 
value co-creation within brand communities. They identify four key categories of 
practices within brand communities:

•	 social networking (welcoming, empathising, governing). Brand supporters create, enhance, and 
sustain ties among brand community members;

•	 impression management (evangelising, justifying). Brand community members direct their 
attention outside the community trying to create favourable impressions of the brand;

•	 community management (staking, milestoning, badging, documenting). Brand community 
members perform activities that reinforce members’ escalating engagement with the brand 
community;

•	 product use (grooming, customising, (de-)commoditising). These practices are specifically 
related to improved or enhanced use of the focal brand.

The contribution of this research about brand communities and consumers’ 
collectives in general is about the identification of ‘practices’, that is coded, routinary 
micro-activities actually performed by a variety of subjects within the community 
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that bring value to the community itself, to the public, and ultimately to the brand. 
They are channelled through the individuals that participate in the community and the 
relationships between them, but also between members and non-members. Some of 
these practices move beyond extant relationships and go outside the community in 
order to bridge the gap between it and the rest of the society. Practices are value 
drivers and managed accordingly.

In the last decade, branding phenomena have been accelerated by the rising power 
of brand communities (Cova et al., 2007), backed by development of the Internet and 
social media. An important dimension of value creating practices is the digital one, 
based on Internet resources and tools. Prosumption tribes such as brand communi-
ties produce ‘brand surfeits’. According to Nakassis (2013), ‘surfeits’ are generated 
around the brand by social media practices such as discussion forums, blogs, social 
platforms and video, photo and news-sharing sites. Brand surfeits are material forms 
and immaterial social meanings that exceed and transgress a brand’s authority and 
intelligibility (Muñiz and Schau, 2011). Material surfeits can be knockoffs, fakes, 
brand-inspired goods, overruns, defective goods, etc. Immaterial surfeits emerge 
from engagement with the brand in the form of resignifications, parodies, hijacks, 
etc. In linking ‘counterfeits’ with novel and often unpredictable social meanings that 
emerge through moments of brand consumption, Nakassis (2013, p. 123) argues that 
‘the brand is troubled by the surfeit of social meaning that is constantly produced by 
idiosyncratic and contextualized experiences of consumer engagement with brand 
forms (authorized or otherwise)’. The phenomenon of brand surfeiting is particularly 
at play when a brand community of enthusiasts is prepared to generate brand surfeits 
that transgress the marketer’s brand definition.

As a form of workshop, a brand community enables consumers to nurture and 
protect their favourite brands. In particular, brand communities often unleash con-
sumers’ desire to contribute to the culture, myths or histories of the brands they love 
(Pongsakornrungsilp and Schroeder, 2011). Brand community members thus are 
skilful, proficient and prolific in their creation of brand content, even when collabo-
rating with relatively unknown others for no compensation. For example, thousands 
of novels written by Harry Potter devotees appear on the web. In response, compa-
nies actively encourage consumer engagement with brand content in brandscapes. 
Doing so requires managers to relinquish considerable control of brand meanings 
and create brand-oriented spaces for consumers to congregate and discuss the brand. 
Thus, various people come to share in the brand and engage in brand-relevant work 
(Spicer, 2010). An increasing variety of instruments is available to brand supporters 
to enhance their ability to contribute to community and brand success.

The managerial relevance of brand co-creation has given rise to collaborative 
approaches whereby marketing is evolving into participatory conversations around 
the brand and its community to co-create branded content (Berthon et  al., 2008; 
Muñiz and Schau, 2011). Notable examples of brand communities facilitating col-
laborative marketing include Dell with its initiative Idea Storm: Where Your Ideas 
Reign, Starbucks with My Starbucks Ideas, and Barilla with Il Mulino che Vorrei 
(The Windmill I Dream About). Collaborative approaches go beyond lead users col-
laborating with companies on new product development (Sawhney et al., 2005): these 
involve not only lead users but any creative consumers who are willing to collaborate; 
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they do not only concern new products but a host of different tasks related to the 
brand, its products, its services, its communication, and so forth. LEGO is a notable 
case of a company that has manifested this capacity to work with its brand community 
members to innovate and enrich the brand (Antorini et al., 2012).

Brand Public Value Co-creation and Beyond

Although most of the research about prosumption tribes’ value creation is about 
brand communities, recent works have already gone beyond to investigate any type 
of value creative co-consuming groups. Marketing thinkers have reconceptualised 
the participatory web for marketing purposes and coined popular buzz terms like 
‘crowdsourcing’, ‘prosumption’, ‘mass collaboration’, ‘peer production’ and ‘user 
generation’. These diverse terms share an emphasis on what is often referred to as 
the social nature of the web. Here the message to fellow marketers has been generally 
consistent: the Internet has evolved into a participatory medium instituted by masses 
of self-directed autonomous actors that use their tremendous creative intellect to 
communicate in new ways, develop new ideas, and generally make and do interesting 
and innovative things (see Cova and Dalli, 2009; Hong and Chen, 2013; Ritzer and 
Juergenson, 2010, for analytical synopses of the recent streams of research into 
working consumers and co-creators). And, as critically reviewed by Arvidsson 
(2006) and Cova and Dalli (2009), marketing professionals recognised that much 
could be gained from stimulating and channelling these resources into the spirit of 
marketing (Zwick and Bradshaw, 2016).

Research highlights the active role of consumers’ communities in the creation 
of value on the web with or without relation to a company or a brand (Mathwick 
et al., 2008). Consumers’ communities first generate an affective value. Consumers 
produce and use communal relationships and create feelings of ease, well-being, 
satisfaction, excitement, and passion that permeate their joint activities. Second, they 
generate a cultural value. Consumers are responsible for selecting ideas, symbols, 
codes, texts, linguistic figures, and images that are then put into their activities. These 
voluntary contributions of consumers’ communities rely on motivations intrinsic to 
humanity. They can exist inside co-consuming groups which create value for the 
tribe and destruct value for the company, or create value without the existence of a 
company.

Once limited to the realm of service activities, knowledge of C-to-C encounters 
has become paramount for marketing following the rise of social networks and 
the tribal approach to consumption. Helping behaviours form the vast majority of 
prosumption tribes’ activities. By studying the specific ‘la repasse’ (French slang) 
phenomenon that occurs when an individual hands over their ticket to someone 
else, Fuschillo and Cova (2015) detail how a brand public formed around a 
transportation organisation can at the same time destroy value for the organisation 
and generate value for the collective. Handing over used but still valid tickets for 
public transport is common practice in the city of Marseilles. It generally involves 
someone approaching a stranger, holding a ticket in her/his hand and suggesting 
(verbally or otherwise, i.e., using gestures) that the latter take the ticket the giver 
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has just used but which is still valid for a useful period of time. The interaction 
is very rapid and generally involves few explanations, often nothing more than 
‘It’s still good for…’. The potential recipient may or may not take this free ticket. 
Albeit prohibited by the RTM (Régie des Transports de Marseille) such a practice 
appears not as an isolated act but an act belonging to a wider and collectively 
self-organised system of helping. Nothing is written; however, many of the users 
of the services under consideration know about and accept the code of conduct 
established. This behavioural code is not obligatory or coercive. Quite the contrary, 
a person’s desire to apply the rules of this code is viewed as fundamental to making 
the interaction possible. Fuschillo and Cova (2015) define this collective practice as 
a micro-subversion of the marketplace with the aim of maintaining a minimal level 
of citizenship. It is an immoral act for the sake of helping the greater good. Indeed 
handing over used tickets breaks rules dictated by the organisations in charge of a 
municipality’s public transport, and thus destroys value for the organisation, but at 
the same time it creates value for the tribe.

Collaborative consumption is a way to co-create value without the business 
involved. Instead of buying and owning things, consumers get access to shared goods 
and just pay for the experience of temporarily accessing them (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 
2012). It exists for a variety of categories of goods and services as diverse as P2P 
lending, crowd funding, shared Wi-Fi, community supported agriculture, skill barter 
banks, car repair, child care, and catering (Belk, 2014). The investigation of a shared 
game such as geocaching (Scaraboto, 2015) provides an extreme case of this collec-
tive value creation. The game of geocaching works this way: using a GPS or Google 
Earth, geocachers set out in search of mysterious ‘treasures’ buried in geocaches by 
other geocachers, throughout the globe. Typically, a geocache is a small water- and 
weatherproof container harbouring a logbook and one or more valueless objects – 
nothing dangerous or illegal. Before setting out on their expedition geocachers look 
up the caches available in a given area on geocaching websites like geocaching.com. 
Once the cache has been found, geocachers come back from their expedition and 
share their discoveries on a geocaching website together with stories and photographs 
of their experience. Driven by the imaginations of players, the game is developed and 
structured into multiple versions which foster the development of geocaching sub-
communities associated with each new game variant. It is a kind of collective project 
associated with the web, where a spirit of ‘doing it together’ and ‘passing it along’ 
holds sway. The practices of geocaching appear to generate value for this prosump-
tion tribe, without businesses or other commercial actors wresting exclusive control 
of such value away to the detriment of the tribe.

Where Does the Value Slip?

Rewarding consumers for participating in collaborative programmes is a theme that 
has been studied, and a key argument is that consumer participation is intrinsically 
rewarding. For example, Antorini et al. (2012, p. 77) investigated the LEGO collabo-
rative programme and suggested that ‘the intrinsic rewards associated with designing 
and building products are frequently more motivating than financial rewards. 
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Recognising this, Lego has tended to pay outside collaborators with a combination 
of experience, access and Lego products’. Indeed, intrinsically motivated consumers 
consider their contribution to a collaborative programme as a meaningful and valued 
activity for its own sake. Moreover, monetary rewards can have a detrimental effect 
and may erode collectively oriented participation in a co-consuming group (Wittke 
and Hanekop, 2011). Social recognition is instead acknowledged as having a positive 
individual and collective effect (Pongsakornrungsilp and Schroeder, 2011) both in 
non-profit and for-profit organisations. This is the case of a community organised 
around a non-profit project such as Wikipedia that is ‘created and constantly revised 
and updated with input from large numbers of unpaid prosumers’ (Ritzer et al., 2012, 
p. 390). This is also the case of the brand community of Tough Mudder, a premier 
obstacle course series in the world, where the company proposes that enthusiasts join 
its volunteer programme and these volunteers are given a significant amount of 
responsibility and a variety of roles (they help register participants and spectators and 
manage the flow of start groups).

One key question is how ‘value created by one source or at one level of analysis 
may be captured at another – a process we call “value slippage”’ (Lepak et al., 2007, 
p. 181)? Indeed, brand transformation practices can benefit the company owning the 
brand, the brand community or any other stakeholder. There is no strong indica-
tion that this potential value can necessarily be ‘captured’ (Bowman and Ambrosini, 
2000) by the company owning the brand; it may spill over to other operators includ-
ing brand community members. ‘Consumers are able to ‘capture’ some value from 
companies and share this, thus developing linking value at the expense of the market, 
as in peer-to-peer networks’ (Cova and Dalli, 2009, p. 485). Consumers may also 
manufacture and sell their own productions ‘by harvesting the digital virtual ‘‘raw 
materials’’ available’ (Denegri-Knott and Molesworth, 2010, p. 123) in games and 
other fictions (for an example, see Kozinets’s fanfictions based on Star Trek, 2007) 
and thus become sellers. The firm that owns the brand may or may not be able to 
capture or retain the value in the long term. Indeed, ‘in some cases, organizations that 
create new value will lose or have to share this value with other stakeholders, such 
as employees, competitors, or society’ (Lepak et al., 2007, p. 187). Although value 
slippage provides opportunities to increase brand value, there is no assurance that the 
company owning the brand will obtain the benefits.

Consumer Tribes beTween markeTs and hierarChies:  
new PersPeCTives

Prosumption tribes challenge the boundaries between demand and supply, between 
capital and labour, and they put into question the roles usually attributed to economic 
agents by traditional economic and management literature. Companies have to deal 
with tribes when deciding branding and marketing strategies. Some tribes became 
powerful enough to subvert market structures and impose new competitive standards. 
Individual consumers add value to products and services through relationships, prac-
tices, and discourses.
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Moreover, some aspects of tribal consumption challenge the very role of the 
market as one of the institutions that contribute to social and cultural development 
(Arnould and Thompson, 2015). A new stream of studies witnesses the active role of 
consumers and tribes in actually opening up new markets (Giesler, 2012; Martin and 
Schouten, 2013). As such, consumer tribes stimulate scholars in rethinking related 
and established theories. Recent research helps us to draft some directions on the 
way prosumption tribes challenge our thinking and oblige us to rethink some of our 
concepts beyond exploitation and towards recirculation.

Beyond Exploitation

Ritzer (2014, p. 20) argues that Marxian theorists position prosumers as:

… suffering from false consciousness and that, in fact, they are deluding themselves in thinking 
they are not being exploited. However, it is also possible that they are not exploited in a classic 
Marxian sense and that the concept needs to be revised to take into account the new realities. It 
is also possible that an entirely new concept is needed.

Cova et al. (2015a, 2015b) provide a useful basis for going beyond exploitation with 
their ethnography of the Alfa Romeo/Alfisti (Alfa brand enthusiasts) collaborative 
programme. The Italian automaker Alfa Romeo Automobiles S.p.A. was founded 
on 24 June 1910 in Milan and has been part of the Fiat Group since 1986. In Italian, 
the owner of an Alfa Romeo is referred to as an ‘Alfista’, which becomes ‘Alfisti’ 
in the plural. A kind of cult has developed around this company and its brand, with 
many models serving as cultural icons. There are many thriving Alfa Romeo owners 
clubs across the world. A survey carried out by the company in 2008 concluded that 
20% of the clubs had more than 2000 members; 30% had between 500 and 2000 
members; and 50% had fewer than 500 members. These clubs are usually very 
active around the Alfa brand. For instance 95% organise rallies focusing on old and 
new Alfa Romeo models, with 62% organising more than five rallies a year. Starting 
in June 2008, Alfa Romeo’s Management team decided to embark on a collaboration 
project with Alfisti. In June 2009 – exactly one year before the Centennial 
anniversary in June 2010 – Alfa Romeo’s Management announced the launch of the 
Alfisti.com online platform, portrayed as ‘a veritable workshop, somewhere you 
[Alfisti] can drop in, exchange ideas and work together on two very important 
projects: the future Alfisti community and celebrating the Alfa Romeo centenary’ 
(the Alfa Romeo Director’s online address on 24 June 2009). Some 6,700 signed up 
and joined the online platform which was open for one year. The website consisted 
of (1) a blog where Alfa Romeo asked questions and received responses from Alfisti 
on specific themes and (2) a forum allowing thematic discussion of a more open 
nature. Cova et al.’s one year study (2015a, 2015b) of the Alfisti.com project builds 
on previous critical research to suggest that consumers within such collaborative 
marketing programmes can be considered volunteers contributing social and 
emotional skills. Exploitation and emancipation are intertwined in a process where 
consumers compromise with a company but also with themselves and their own 
values.
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Cova et  al. (2015b) define brand volunteers as brand enthusiasts who are 
committed to providing unpaid work for the exclusive benefit of the brand. Under 
certain conditions, consumers form an unpaid workforce that is relatively committed 
to volunteering for a for-profit company. They produce this unpaid work in a specific 
prosocial context, namely, a brand community. The sense of moral obligation, a 
key characteristic of a brand community (Muñiz and O’Guinn, 2001), forms the 
basis of brand volunteer prosocial behaviour. When invited to volunteer, these 
consumers volunteer for the brand community and not for the company, i.e., they 
are not consumers working for a company such as ‘working consumers’ (Cova and 
Dalli, 2009; Zwick et  al., 2008); they volunteer for the brand that is the symbol 
of their ‘we-ness’ and their community. Cova et  al. (2015b) introduce the notion 
of compromise to resolve the conflict between theories that see value co-creation 
processes as a form of exploitation of consumers (Cova and Dalli, 2009) and theories 
that perceive such processes as consumer emancipation (Arnould, 2007) which is at 
play in the interpretation of the Alfa Romeo/Alfisti collaboration.

Value co-creation has spurred debates amongst marketing researchers (see 
Marketing Theory 2006, 2011 and 2012 special issues). The intensity of these debates 
‘demonstrates how much is at stake – conceptually and politically – when the roles of 
consumer and producer become blurred’ (Cova et al., 2011, p. 231).

On the one hand, some researchers, such as Arnould (2007, p. 192), seem 
convinced that the typical consumer has shifted from being passive to active and 
creative: ‘Whether one chooses protagonist, consum’actor, prosumer or some 
other neologism of choice, the point of these awkward verbal gestures is that the 
co-creative producer of genuine, political, less commercial experiences is far 
removed from the passive mass market consumer of the post-war consumerist 
boom’. Researchers holding this and similar views laud consumer involvement in 
branding and production since it empowers consumers to create their own lives and 
contribute positively to companies.

On the other hand, other researchers see value co-creation practices as a way 
of shaping and disciplining consumers through marketing discourses (Shankar 
et al., 2006; Zwick et al., 2008). Zwick and Cayla (2011, p. 8) argue that, through 
these discourses, consumers are urged ‘to engage in proactive destabilization and 
permanent requalification of themselves’, and Cova and Cova (2012) question the 
liberating claims associated with value co-creation. From this perspective, following 
the advice of some sociologists (Dujarier, 2014), it is suggested that ‘work’ offers the 
best description of consumer activity under the regime of value co-creation, and that 
consumers can be conceived as ‘working consumers’ (Cova and Dalli, 2009; Rieder 
and Voß, 2010). As such, they run the risk of being exploited by companies that could 
benefit from their unpaid contribution.

The notion of compromise answers Ritzer’s (2014) call for theory development. 
Interpreting these brand volunteers as engaging in compromise makes more sense than 
interpreting them as being exploited or emancipated. Consumers who make compromises 
do not have a naïve or romantic view of their involvement in value co-creation processes, 
as sometimes stated (Shankar et al., 2006). Aware that they are being manipulated, they 
freely choose the extent of their ‘dupery’ and involve themselves to maximise individual 
and collective enjoyment.
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Towards Recirculation

In a recent book, Arsel (2015) introduces the notion of commodity ‘recirculation’. 
She sees recirculation as one of the domains in which communities and relational 
networks create and transfer value. Recirculation takes the form of exchanges 
between individuals who act as members (even if part-time or occasional) of com-
munities whose purpose is that of facilitating such exchanges: swap events, barter 
platforms, sharing communities, etc. The empirical analysis by Arsel (2015) is con-
ducted in the context of a community of cosmetics swappers, but it applies to other 
cases as well in the general domain of recycling and barter communities. In these 
settings, used objects acquire a new existence through the exchanges that occur 
between individuals: new (use) value is provided to the object by the mere fact that 
it is passed along by one person to another. In some cases barters occur, but in other 
cases (Freecycle) there is no need to compensate the giver who benefits from clear-
ing their house, saving money from displacement or transport services, and accrues 
some cultural value deriving from the awareness that the object is not trashed, but 
provides further value for someone else.

In the case of barter communities, for instance, individual actors are embedded in a 
network of relations in which they often exchange with the same counterparts: these 
conditions can be regarded from the perspective of assemblage and actor-network 
theories, as evidenced by Arsel (2015). Barter exchanges in these communities stand 
as series of steps in a trajectory of interactions in which the identity, values, and per-
sonality of actors actually change the nature of the exchange. Moving from a market 
(spot) exchange towards a social exchange relationship, collectivistic attitudes and 
behaviours emerge and compete with individualistic ones. Barter is one of the forms 
of market exchange: individuals negotiating and assessing respective offerings with 
the aim of extracting the highest value from a single transaction. When located in a 
community setting, and given specific circumstances, these transactions appear dif-
ferent and mutuality and inclusion emerge: individuals participate in a process in 
which personal, economic and short-term objectives, which are typical of market 
transactions, turn out to be collective, social and long term. One of the outcomes  
of this process is that the bartered items are often considered as collective endow-
ments that pass along between members who hence share rather than exchange them 
(Dalli and Fortezza, 2016).

These communities are institutional substitutes or complementary agencies that 
operate within, together, or even against traditional markets (Albinsson and Perera, 
2012). If we consider the Freecycle example, objects received through Freecycle act 
as competitors to market offerings, but – at the same time – they are complementary 
to them. In fact, those who get the object for free and not through the market could be 
willing to buy something new by using the amount of money they saved. Moreover, 
it could be the case that owning a new (second hand) good could stimulate a new 
consumption activity that could then promote new purchases in complementary mar-
kets. In given conditions, traditional markets turn into recirculation markets, as in the 
case of Amazon and other e-commerce platforms selling used items together with 
new ones, something that depends also on the competitive pressure coming from 
Freecycle and similar models. Guillard and Roux (2014) effectively describe the 
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institutional conflict between different logics of exchange: the dominant, mainstream 
market exchange logic vs. the niche, marginal, though sustainable, logic of gleaners 
and disposers.

Moreover, recirculation markets offer a growing variety of opportunities to com-
munity members to exchange and share their items: these opportunities go far beyond 
the archetypal market exchange. As evidenced by Scaraboto (2015) and Corciolani 
and Dalli (2014), collaborative networks present different forms of interaction and 
exchange in the same setting, and members choose the preferred form according 
to personal characteristics and contingent conditions. In the case of Bookcrossing 
(Corciolani and Dalli, 2014), for instance, books are exchanged following at least 
four distinct practices:

•	 into the wild: the book is made available for other people in a public space;
•	 official Bookcrossing zone: books are left in a specific and formally identified place, usually in 

a library, club, etc;
•	 meet up: books are exchanged between people participating in an ad hoc meeting;
•	 bookring: the owner sends the book to someone who reads it and then sends it to another one, 

and so on until the last one sends the book back to the owner.

These practices present traits that belong to different exchange regimes: in some 
cases the gift dimension seems dominant, as in the first two cases. In the case of 
meet-up exchanges, the market exchange dimension emerges as actual negotiation 
and barter-like processes are at play. And, finally, the bookring practice appears to be 
a form of collective borrowing, very close to a sharing practice in which the exclu-
sive property of a member is made available to others for a given period of time.

These networks are flexible, they change very rapidly, and they are able to satisfy a 
wide range of necessities in institutional terms. It is in this sense that Scaraboto (2015) 
speaks of ‘hybrid economies’ in which market and non-market practices interact and 
in which individuals are given the possibility to choose or even actually develop 
the preferred personal, even on a contingent base, form of exchange. Recirculation 
markets and collaborative networks demonstrate that the value-creating activities of 
consumers’ communities strongly interact with traditional market exchange systems 
and – in given conditions – they can act as agents of change. Economic actors that 
operate in traditional market exchange economies are actually influenced by these 
‘new’ institutions and adapt accordingly.

ConClusion

By advancing the notion of the ‘prosumption tribe’, this chapter goes beyond the 
traditional perspective on consumer culture as the intensification of consumerism to 
depict it as a hybrid realm where consuming and producing mesh to put into question 
the roles usually attributed to societal and economic agents. Prosumption tribes are 
at play in very different hybrid practices, such as helping, recirculation, surfeiting, or 
volunteering – to name a few – which are shaping the future of consumer culture 
from a collective point of view.
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Contesting Understandings 
of Contestation: Rethinking 

Perspectives on Activism

Jay  Handelman and E i leen F i scher

inTroduCTion

Social science scholars have long been interested in how and why people contest 
systems of authority such as firms, industries, or governments that they believe are 
imposing economic, social, and cultural harm on society (e.g. McCarthy and Zald 
1977; Soule 2012; Weber, Heinze, and De Soucey 2008). In this chapter, we review 
prior consumer culture research on activism and suggest that it is premised on a 
series of assumptions or taken-for-granted understandings that may be creating blind 
spots in past work and opportunities for future research. The purpose of this chapter 
is threefold. First, we aim to present an integrative framework that serves to compare 
and contrast prior research on consumer activism. Second, we highlight the 
assumptions upon which our understanding of activism is built in order to consider 
their validity and identify gaps in our understanding. Third, based on these gaps, we 
present a series of ideas to stimulate future research on activism.

We commence this undertaking by reviewing major perspectives on activism 
that have informed the thinking of consumer culture scholars. We draw on these 
perspectives to derive a simple framework that enables us to compare and contrast 
prior research papers and to examine some of the shared underlying assumptions or 
understandings. This framework consists of three questions.

1 What actors matter?
2 What is being mobilized?
3 What is being achieved?
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TheoreTiCal PersPeCTives on aCTivism

Activism is regarded as a movement comprised of loosely organized social actors who 
share a common set of beliefs and goals around contesting some system of authority 
such as firms, industries, or governments that the activists believe are imposing eco-
nomic, social, and/or cultural harm on society (Den Hond and De Bakker 2007; 
McCarthy and Zald 1977; Soule 2012; Weber, Heinze, and De Soucey 2008). In a con-
sumer context, activism is regarded as the decentralized but collective grassroots efforts 
by activist consumers to contest the actions of marketers and their organizations, as well 
as to more broadly mobilize a change in the cultural frames that guide consumption 
behavior (Glickman 2009; Kozinets and Handelman 2004; Murray and Ozanne 1991). 
Our understanding of activism in general, and consumer activism in particular, is rooted 
in the work of McCarthy and Zald (1977) and their resource mobilization theory (RMT). 
According to RMT, in order to achieve their desired social change, coalitions of social 
actors must aggregate resources, including money, participants, skills, and/or influential 
allies (McCarthy and Zald 1977). This view of activism brings into view three core ques-
tions that come to serve as the framework upon which we draw for our investigation.

What Actors Matter?

Activism is most typically regarded as involving two dichotomous groups of social 
actors: activists who are pushing for change to the existing social order and powerful 
social actors such as corporations and governments who work to defend their posi-
tions. Activists are presented as moral protagonists who challenge the instrumental, 
often economic-based, interests of the powerful societal antagonists.

The activist as protagonist
Early work typically regarded activists as rational actors in that a weighing of ‘costs and 
rewards explains individual and organizational involvement’ by activists (McCarthy 
and Zald 1977, p. 216). Citizens who see themselves as victims of an existing dominant 
social order will engage in activism if they believe the benefits of activist involvement 
and the potential for social change outweigh the costs of living under the current social 
order. This early work on activism typically regarded the activist as aggrieved by direct, 
tangible conditions such as the case of workers pushing for the right to form a union to 
counter punishing working conditions imposed by uncaring, profit-driven employers.

More recent investigations have loosened this strictly rational view of the activ-
ist by documenting the rise in the latter part of the twentieth century of New Social 
Movements (NSMs). NSMs involve activists who do not appear to tangibly suffer 
from the current social order, or to directly benefit from the desired social change 
(Buechler 1993). NSM theory emerged to explain a type of activism born in a post-
industrialized society where increasingly powerful global corporations were seen to 
be intruding on democratic freedoms, individual self-determination, and environmen-
tal well-being (Buechler 1993). In reaction to what is regarded as an intrusion of cor-
porate economic interests in modern society, activists work to counter this trend by 
advancing an alternative social paradigm based on human and environmental rights, 
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individual freedom and self-determination (Buechler 1993). Instead of a ‘rational’ 
calculation of costs and benefits, NSM activists advance a moral point of view in that 
‘they were not working for the interests of their members, but for those of humanity 
and nature’ (Salter 2003, p. 127). The infamous ‘Battle in Seattle’ protests in 1999 
targeting the World Trade Organization’s negotiations to expand global trade stands 
as an early illustration of the anti-corporate, anti-globalization nature of NSMs.

The marketer/corporation as antagonist
Consistent with Habermas (1991), the RMT and NSM perspectives on activism portray 
the sanctity of the public sphere of society as constantly under threat from the 
instrumental agenda of powerful, authoritative social actors, such as political elites and 
corporations, who seek to restrict the ability of citizens to engage in critical reflection 
to protect moral values (Salter 2003). This leads to the efforts by activists to ‘patrol the 
borders between the system (the instrumental agenda of political elite and corporations) 
and the lifeworld (the moral convictions that bind citizens together in the public sphere), 
protecting civil society from encroachments by the system’ (Salter 2003, p. 126). 
Therefore, marketers and their corporations are portrayed as belonging to ‘the system’ 
in which selfish, economic, instrumental agendas drive behavior. As such, marketers are 
seen to engage in a strategic, self-serving assessment of the power of the activists to 
threaten the organization’s position in the marketplace. Marketers thus arrive at a 
rationally determined assessment of the costs and benefits of addressing the specific 
demands of the activists (Maignan and Ferrell 2004; Polonsky and Scott 2005).

What Is Being Mobilized?

Activists who share a common set of grievances work to mobilize resources such as 
money, participants, skills, and influential allies in support of their cause (McCarthy 
and Zald 1977). Early work on activism tended to focus on these tangible resources. 
However, later work began to identify less tangible constructs. Collective action 
frames is one example of this shift.

Participants are said to be bound together and motivated by ‘collective action frames’ 
whereby a coalition of activists come to share a common view of the world (Benford 
and Snow 2000; Buechler 1993; Salter 2003). RMT drew attention to specific social 
classes of people who share a set of grievances about day-to-day life, such as workers 
in a given organization. The NSM perspective broadened this to include people across 
class structures who share in a collective identity based on a shared ideology of a bet-
ter world (Buechler 1993). Melucci (1996) argued that it is this collective identity that 
explains why a person would engage in activism even though his/her own economic 
and social situation allows for a comfortable life. It is a shared definition of the way the 
world should be, a shared sense of right versus wrong, that mobilizes people to con-
tribute their time, money, skills, and passion towards the activists’ efforts (Ayers 2003).

Through collective action frames, activists ‘negotiate a shared understanding of 
some problematic condition, make attributions of blame, and urge others to act’ 
(Benford and Snow 2000, p. 615). It is consistent with Goffman’s (1974) theory of 
frames to argue that socially constructed collective frames enable activists to arrive 
at a shared interpretation of events that is simplified and condensed, providing an 
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action-oriented set of beliefs that both inspire and legitimate activist endeavors 
(Benford and Snow 2000). These collective action frames, also referred to as ‘injus-
tice frames’ (Gamson 1992), provide activists with a perspective on a problem accom-
panied with a cause-effect account of who is to blame, the corresponding effects on 
society, and what is to be done to change the situation. They also animate a collective 
identity (Ayers 2003; Benford and Snow 2000; Gamson 1992; Salter 2003).

What Is Being Achieved?

Activist work is typically regarded as goal driven behavior aimed at altering existing 
social arrangements in order to protect or restore the moral order of society as defined 
by citizens within the public sphere (Habermas 1991; Salter 2003). Activists engage 
in a series of tactics that are meant to trigger the desired social change. Trigger events 
are described as ‘transient perturbations whose occurrences are difficult to foresee and 
whose impacts … are disruptive and potentially inimical’ (Meyer 1982, 515); they are 
ideologically imbued cultural occurrences that are often manufactured by activists, 
designed to bring to life the purported immorality of the opposition and the morality 
of the proponents. Trigger events hold the potential to serve as catalysts, sparking 
engagement by galvanizing support for protest. Such events can be critical for precipi-
tating social change (Hoffman 1999; Meyer 1982). For example, trigger events can 
help to alter a firm’s image by increasing public perception that a firm’s practices are 
leading to societal harm (Vasi and King 2012). The publication in 1962 of Rachel 
Carson’s ‘Silent Spring’ served as a trigger event that crystalized perceptions of the 
environmental harm being committed by the chemical industry, setting in motion a 
series of institutional changes that affected the whole industry (Hoffman 1999).

emPiriCal Consumer CulTure researCh on aCTivism

The previous section provides a review of the conceptual origins of the contemporary 
work on consumer activism. This review has allowed us to develop a framework against 
which to compare and contrast recent empirical work on activism and consumer cul-
ture. In this section, we review the recent empirical work to see how it resonates with 
the dominant theoretical tradition in activism as presented in the previous section.

We identified papers to include in our review by using the following criteria:

•	 The paper has empirical data.
•	 The paper was published in one of the four main journals featuring consumer culture research: 

Consumption Markets & Culture, Journal of Consumer Culture, Journal of Consumer Research, 
and Marketing Theory.

•	 The paper was published from 2000 onwards.

Table 15.1 provides a summary of the empirical articles that we used for our review. 
Our review involved analyzing this body of work against the framework of the three 
core questions that characterizes the conceptual origins of activism. We now discuss 
the themes that emerged from our review of this empirical work.
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Thematic Summary: What Actors Matter?

Our review of empirical papers in the consumer culture tradition that have examined 
activism, broadly defined, unsurprisingly reveals that the single most common type 
of actor that has been assumed to matter as a protagonist is a consumer of some kind. 
In some cases, the consumer is very broadly defined, for example as a ‘mainstream’ 
consumer (Kozinets and Handelman 2004), an individual who experiences market-
place sentiments (Gopaldas 2014) or a visually literate consumer (Kucuk 2015). 
More often, studies have focused on members of a distinguishable subgroup, such as 
customers of a particular organization (Aspara, Aula, Tienari, and Tikkanen 2014; 
Hollenbeck and Zinkhan 2010); opponents of a particular brand (Thompson and 
Arsel 2004); hipsters (Cronin, McCarthy, and Collins 2014); participants in ‘Festivus’ 
(Mikkonen and Bajde 2013) or ‘Burning Man’ (Kozinets 2002); female bloggers 
(Murray 2015); people marginalized by dislocation (Varman and Belk 2009), reli-
gion (Izberk-Bilgin 2012; Sandikci and Ger 2010), or body size (Scaraboto and 
Fischer 2013); or members of alternative consumption communities (Moraes, 
Szmigin and Carrigan 2010; Portwood-Stacer 2012).

In most studies we looked at, a second category of actors is also assumed to mat-
ter: the ‘opponent’ or antagonist against whom activism is directed. In some cases, 
the opponent is a particular organization or brand such as Aalto University (Aspara, 
Aual, Tienari and Tikkanen 2014); Walmart (Hollenbeck and Zinkhan 2010); 
British Petroleum (Humphreys and Thompson 2014); Nike and GE (Kozinets and 
Handelman, 2004); Coca-Cola (Varman and Belk 2009) or Starbucks (Thompson and 
Arsel 2004). In other cases, the opponent identified is a broader set of brands or firms, 
such as Western brands (Izberk-Bilgin 2012), mainstream fashion brands (Sandikci 
and Ger 2010; Scaraboto and Fischer 2013), or the recorded music industry (Giesler 
2008). In a few cases, the opponent is a relatively diffuse one, such as ‘the market’ 
or market logics (Cronin, McCarthy, and Collins 2014; Kozinets 2002; Mikkonen 
and Bajde 2013; Portwood-Stacer 2012); mainstream media that idealizes unhealthy 
body images (Murray 2015); or corporate producers who pollute, exploit, or offer 
ethically or environmentally questionable products (e.g. Gopaldas 2014; Kucuk 
2015). It is worth noting, however, that while nearly all consumer culture works on 
activism acknowledge the opponent that is resisted, only two studies in the set we 
examined (Aspara, Aula, Tienari, and Tikkanen 2014; Humphreys and Thompson 
2014) devoted much analytic attention to the actions of opponents that matter in a 
context where activism is nascent.

A few papers delineated a third category of actor relevant to resistance: we will refer 
to them as ‘lead activists’. We single out lead activists from those who participate in 
activism because of their proactive role in issue framing. Notable examples of papers 
that highlight lead activisits are Kozinets and Handelman (2004), who saw quite 
different roles for leaders and mainstream consumers in social movements against 
consumption; Kucuk (2015), who discussed ‘digital anti-branders’ as actors who 
inspired visually literature consumers to resist specific brands; Scaraboto and Fischer 
(2013), who noted how ‘institutional entrepreneurs’ helped inspire ‘Fatshionistas’ in 
the plus sized fashion market; and Thompson (2004) who noted the unique role of 
anti-brand activists as bringing important issues (such as that of genetically modified 
food) to the attention of consumers.
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Further, a handful of papers identified other categories of actors that mattered in  
the context under investigation. For example, Humphries and Thompson (2014) 
examine how the media serves as an actor that helps to preserve the ‘consumer status 
quo’ in the BP oil spill context where activism against the status quo might have been 
anticipated. Conversely, Sandikci and Ger (2010) highlight the role that small busi-
ness (as opposed to mainstream brands) played in helping religious consumers resist 
the secularization of dress that mainstream Turkish culture supported. Hollenbeck 
and Zinkhan (2010) and Aspara, Aula, Tienari, and Tikkanen (2014) both analyze 
the roles employees of an organization may play in activist movements. And a paper 
by Page (2014) singled out for examination the role that an intermediary organiza-
tion, slaveryfootprint.org, did (and did not) play in helping fuel effective consumer 
activism. Among the categories of actors to which little or no attention was paid  
were governments and nongovernmental organizations, both of which might be 
expected to play meaningful roles in some contexts where consumer activism occurs 
or might arise.

Thematic Summary: What Is Being Mobilized

The articles that we reviewed reveal a range in what is mobilized by social actors to 
achieve their various objectives. We see them as forming a continuum of sorts, with 
tangible actions and artefacts anchoring one end of the continuum and intangible 
resources the other end.

Tangible actions and artefacts
The tangible action most readily associated with traditional views of activism is the 
boycott (Glickman 2009) in which activists mobilize the actions of consumers to 
withhold their purchases from target firms. When consumers withhold their pur-
chases, it is believed that the target company will experience financial harm, thus 
motivating the target firm to correct its actions (Kozinets and Handelman 2004).

Beyond tangible actions against targeted companies, Cronin, McCarthy, and Collins 
(2014) examined mundane, day-to-day tangible consumer actions that stood in opposi-
tion to mainstream consumption in general. Their study examined the mobilization of 
daily food consumption choices, such as choosing vegetarian options, amongst self-
identified members of the ‘hipster’ community. Similar to a boycott, these mundane, 
day-to-day actions are tangible in nature. However, no specific companies were the 
target of these mobilized consumer practices (Cronin et al. 2014). Instead, a broader 
community identity served as the target of these tangible consumer efforts.

Our review of the literature also shows certain kinds of tangible artefacts that came 
to be mobilized for various collective interests. For example, Kucuk (2015) examined 
the mobilization of anti-brand images by activists. These tangible images served to 
demonize, criminalize, and dehumanize the target brands (Kucuk 2015). In Murray’s 
(2015) study of post-feminist bloggers, the tangible artefact mobilized was sexu-
ally provocative self-images that were infused with feminist aesthetics. Similarly, 
Scaraboto and Fischer (2013) also noted the creation and mobilization of images – 
pictures of plus sized consumers who created fashion-forward photos of themselves. 
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In the study by Mikkonen and Bajde (2013), the tangible artefact being mobilized 
was parodies of mainstream marketplace beliefs.

Intangible resources
The majority of the articles we reviewed focused on activists who were working to 
change the way other social actors viewed the world around them. While these 
efforts did involve tangible actions, the focus of the activist effort was to mobilize a 
change in the broader logics, ideals, ideologies, knowledge structures, and orienta-
tions that come to shape societal practices. These resources are considered ‘intangi-
ble’ in that there is a lack of physicality associated with the resource being mobilized 
(unlike a boycott, for instance, in which physical consumption practices are being 
mobilized to achieve a desired goal).

At the most intangible end of the continuum, we find the mobilization of ideol-
ogy. Izberk-Bilgin (2012) noted how marginalized, low-income Turkish consumers 
worked to mobilize a religious ideology that upholds social equality, morality, and 
justice. And Varman and Belk (2009) observed marginalized and dislocated people 
re-enacting a nationalist ideology that celebrates indigenous goods over imported 
substitutes. While both of these articles discuss tangible actions that activists take, the 
focus of what is being mobilized is a highly intangible ideology. The commonality in 
these articles is that the activists work to mobilize a previously marginalized societal 
ideology that aligns with their own marginalized position in society. However, the 
mobilization of this marginalized ideology was not an end in itself, but rather a way 
of moving towards a broader goal (as we will discuss in the next section).

Other intangible resources that are mobilized include various types of logics, such 
as social logics that counter market logics (Kozinets 2002), and institutional logics 
(Scaraboto and Fischer 2013) which help to de-marginalize a particular group of 
consumers. As with those that focus on ideology, these studies reveal various tangible 
actions taken by activist consumers, but the engagement of these tangible actions is 
used to mobilize broader societal logics. Similar to logics, Giesler (2008) identi-
fies the mobilization of societal ideals that celebrate social inclusion and well-being  
(as opposed to individual or commercial interests). Thompson (2004) focuses on the 
discourses of resistance put forward by anti-brand activists. These discourses gain a 
cultural presence as they draw from cultural models of environmental sustainability, 
human rights, and other prevalent cultural frames.

Other intangible resources include the mobilization of activists’ negative sentiments 
about the marketplace (Gopaldas 2014), lifestyle orientations favoring anti-consumption 
practices (Portwood-Stacer 2012), and a neoliberal political culture that fosters the ethi-
cal consumer citizen (Page 2014). As with ideology and logics, the mobilization of these 
negative sentiments, lifestyle orientations, and a particular type of political culture all 
serve to legitimate an otherwise marginalized view of the way society should work.

Thematic Summary: What Is Being Achieved?

A number of the papers in the set we reviewed were not explicit about what had been 
achieved through the activist efforts they investigated. In part, this may be due to the fact 
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that outcomes of activism were not central to the authors’ research questions. Alternatively, 
it may be because outcomes were assumed. Another possibility is that outcomes were of 
interest, but had yet to materialize during the span of time under investigation.

In those cases where studies did document or speculate on the achievements of 
activist efforts, a common outcome is that the status quo remains intact. Kozinets 
(2002) concludes that despite the fact that Burning Man participants managed reason-
ably successfully to forge a gift-based economy, it was only within a small enclave 
and for a short time; he (famously) asserts that consumers cannot escape ‘the market’. 
Scaraboto and Fischer (2013) indicate that despite the mobilization of Fatshionistas to 
encourage mainstream marketers to offer them stylish clothing options, there was lit-
tle evidence of any significant or permanent improvement in the plus size fashion on 
offer from major brands as a result of their activism. And Humphreys and Thompson 
(2014) document that, even when consumers might be expected to protest en masse 
against the practices of corporations that have caused disasters, brand-centric disaster 
myths promulgated by media coverage serve to reestablish consumers’ trust while 
also insulating corporations and governmental institutions from systematic critiques.

In other cases, some amount of change does occur. Specifically, when resistance efforts 
are targeted at particular brands, those brands develop a ‘doppelganger’. Thompson, 
Rindfleisch and Arsel (2006) define doppelganger brands as ‘a family of disparaging 
images and meanings about a brand that circulate throughout popular culture’; they iden-
tified this phenomenon through their study of consumers’ anti-corporate responses to 
Starbucks (Thompson and Arsel 2004). In like fashion, a consumer ‘jihad’ against cer-
tain global and local brands precipitated disparaging images of those brands as ‘infidels’ 
among the Turkish consumers studied by Izberk-Bilgin (2012). And Coca-Cola devel-
oped negative images in India as a result of the boycott against it waged by marginalized 
individuals re-enacting the nationalist ideology of Swadeshi (Varman and Belk 2009). 
Even Christmas can be said to have developed something of a doppelganger brand image 
through the playful parodies mounted by Festivus celebrants (Mikkonen and Bajde 2013).

In a few cases where more system-level changes were sought, it appears that 
resistance efforts did precipitate some kinds of market-level effects. For example, 
Sandilkci and Ger show that the ‘reveiling movement’ in Turkey was successfully 
able to destigmatize the practice of veiling and to precipitate the emergence of a 
market for fashionable tessetur. And Giesler (2008) documents that downloaders 
attempting to resist paying for recorded music ultimately did precipitate evolution 
in the music marketplace, though their efforts did not result in the kinds of outcomes 
they had originally envisioned. Thompson (2004) notes that discourses of resistance 
can bring about shifting power relations between anti-brand activists and corpora-
tions premised on mythic contrasts of good versus evil. Interestingly, in cases where 
resistance is effective, opportunities appear to arise for entrepreneurial actors to take 
advantage of market dynamics precipitated by consumer activists.

Observations

After reflecting on the corpus of work reviewed, we discerned three types of tacit 
assumptions that seem to have been relatively pervasive in research on activism in 
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the consumer culture literature. We do not mean these observations as criticisms, and 
we acknowledge that they hold true to varying degrees for the papers reviewed. 
However, we believe that drawing attention to unrecognized assumptions can be 
valuable in helping us move forward in new directions for research on activism.

A first type of assumption we infer concerns the actors who matter. Based on the 
readings we reviewed, one might infer that only a small set of actors matter in activism, 
and that consumers are of most importance. Across the papers we examined, actors 
other than consumers are rarely examined systematically, and when the set is broad-
ened, it includes only one or two other categories of actors. Moreover, the literature 
tends to assume that the key actors in ‘opposing’ groups are relatively homogeneous 
within groups and readily distinguished from one another.

In broad brush strokes, portrayals of the key categories of actors can be summa-
rized as follows. Consumers are, not surprisingly given the discipline we work in, 
front and center. Typically, they are portrayed as seeking opportunities for empower-
ment in order to counter the constraining forces against them. At times, consumers 
are presented as being unaware of the conditions of their domination (cf. Kozinets 
and Handelman 2004) and as insufficiently sensitized to the negative impact of the 
hegemonic consumption culture within which they are immersed. In these cases, 
activists as a category of actor play an important role in raising important issues that 
would otherwise remain unexamined. Countering the consumers and activists are 
powerful corporations and their global brands, whose actions subjugate consumers 
in the hegemony of the marketplace. As noted by Thompson (2004), dichotomizing 
these stakeholders leads to a ‘good versus evil’ assessment whereby consumers and 
activists are revered as uniformly morally righteous, and corporations or the brands 
they market are reviled as unmitigated villains.

A second type of assumption concerns the outcomes of activism. The papers as a 
whole seem to devote more analytic attention to actors and their actions than to the 
range of consequences that activism may precipitate. The tacit assumption here might 
be that the desired and desirable outcomes, as well as the likely outcomes, are self-
evident. And even when the end results of activism are captured in the empirical work 
we examined, they tend to be conveyed in relatively simplified ways: when consumer 
activists are successful, they are able to achieve alternative community, cultural, 
and market arrangements. These arrangements are sometimes temporary (Kozinets 
2002), and sometimes more permanent (e.g. Sandikci and Ger 2010). Their broader 
implications for the social system in which they are situated, and the recursive or 
ripple effects they might generate, are generally not focal in analytic efforts.

A third, related, type of assumption concerns the distinction between activism and 
the socio-historic context in which it occurs. Although it is doubtless an oversim-
plification, there is an extent to which prior research in this genre assumes activism 
itself can be analytically separated from the broader institutional setting in which it 
is occurring, so that possible ways in which activism might be shaped by the contex-
tual milieu in which it occurs are rarely systematically assessed. Put differently, we 
might paraphrase Askegaard and Linnet (2011, p. 381) to observe that the ‘systemic 
and structuring influences of market and social systems that is not necessarily felt or 
experienced by consumers in their daily lives, and therefore not necessarily discur-
sively expressed’ may often not be in analytic view in research on activism.
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We now articulate research opportunities that might arise from considering each of 
these three types of assumptions or taken-for-granted tendencies.

oPPorTuniTies For FuTure researCh on Consumer aCTivism

Opportunity 1

Future research can do more to challenge the presumed homogeneity of the various 
stakeholder groups. Are all social actors in a given stakeholder category alike? And 
is any given category well understood as ‘good’ in relation to another that is ‘evil’? 
As noted by Aspara, Aula, Tienari, and Tikkanen (2014), organizations have employ-
ees whose attitudes and actions may deviate significantly from the official corporate 
position. And consumers themselves often differ greatly from one another, whether 
because of roles they hold, their relative social status, their motives, or their tastes 
and affinities. Adding a further complication to this, Luedicke, Thompson, and 
Giesler (2010) note that social actors work to construct opponents as a way to present 
the morality of their own positions. Taken together these observations highlight that 
categories of social actors are likely to be heterogeneous, and that our understanding 
of activism will be advanced if we are open to exploring within-category heterogeneity 
and also possibly between-category commonalities.

Opportunity 2

Future research can examine a greater range of categories of actors. Consumers, 
activists and corporations are entangled in complex socio-cultural systems. The 
interpenetration of media, government, special interest groups, and of 
entrepreneurial and political actors inevitably must work to shape perspectives and 
the actions that constitute activism in any given case under investigation. The 
study of the BP oil spill disaster by Humphreys and Thompson (2014) highlights 
the crucial role played by the media in de-escalating potential activism. Beyond 
the consumer culture literature, in their study of the rise of the market for grass-fed 
meat and dairy products, Weber et al. (2008) found that a coalition of previously 
unaffiliated categories of actors including animal breeding experts, 
environmentalists, and food critics came together to share a set of cultural frames 
about the harms of industrial agriculture. The nature of these cultural frames arose 
as a result of this particular constellation of groups of actors which ultimately 
allowed for the corresponding consumer support for the new market of grass-fed 
meat products. Together these studies are suggestive of the range of roles that 
diverse social actors can play in instances of activism, or potential activism. In 
light of the growing body of work that draws attention to object agency (e.g. 
Canniford and Shankar 2013; Epp and Price 2010; Parmentier and Fischer 2015), 
activist researchers might find value in considering how entities other than human 
actors have agency in cases of activism.
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Opportunity 3

Future research can purposefully examine consumer activism from a processual 
perspective. The complexity of the social actors combined with the plethora of 
actions, artefacts and resources being mobilized raises fascinating questions about 
the processes of activism. A couple of articles that we examined did take processual 
perspectives with fruitful results. Specifically, Humphreys and Thompson (2014) 
found that as media and corporate actors became increasingly engaged in narrating 
the story surrounding the BP oil spill, potentially destabilizing societal implications 
were contained by a process involving disaster myths and the corresponding framing 
of public discourses. In contrast, Giesler (2008) developed a dialectical process 
model in which a breach in normative cultural practices leads to a crisis, followed by 
redress, and then reintegration as new mainstream practices emerge. These studies 
begin to capture the dynamic societal processes unleashed by activism.

We believe that embracing a processual perspective in general will encourage 
researchers to explore the complexity of activism more fully, and that it may be 
particularly fruitful for researchers interested in activism to familiarize themselves 
with the burgeoning process literature on how paradoxes are navigated (e.g. Farjoun, 
Ansell, and Boin 2015; Hargrave and Van de Ven 2016; Jay 2013). Paradox occurs 
when two mutually contradictory yet interdependent elements coexist and must 
both be dealt with by actors striving to achieve goals in that context (Lewis 2000); 
we believe this to be a common feature in many cases of activism, yet one that is 
insufficiently theorized in the extant literature.

Opportunity 4

Future research can examine consumer activism as an element of the fabric of 
broader societal institutions, including the social institution of the marketplace. If 
activism entails the mobilization of the very beliefs and ideologies that animate 
social institutions, then the ongoing evolution of these ideologies will logically 
trigger the ongoing evolution of the corresponding social institutions. By focusing 
attention on activism as an essential fabric of social institutions, we come to see these 
institutions not as stable entities punctuated by periodic change, but rather as spaces 
of constant evolution. Again, a processual perspective will help with research that 
examines the triggers and trajectories of activism over time within a given context.

Opportunity 5

As another related option, future research can examine the unintended and unforeseen 
system-level consequences that arise as a result of activism. Given the multiple 
categories of actors relevant in any given case of activism, and the systemic 
contextual embeddedness of their actions, the triggered outcomes of activism may be 
more wide-ranging than is often considered. For example, in their examination of the 
activism in the late 1800s that led to the prohibition of alcohol in the United States, 
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Hiatt, Sine, and Tolbert (2009) found that activists were able to change society’s norms 
and beliefs about drinking alcohol by framing new behaviors as ‘acceptable’ – such as 
making the abstinence from drinking acceptable behavior in social situations. At the 
same time, activists framed new cause and effect relationships that linked particular 
social problems (such as violence in the home and unemployment) with alcohol 
consumption. These collective action frames helped mobilize changes in consumer 
drinking habits and the enactment by governments of more restrictive laws regulating 
the distribution and consumption of alcohol. These changes adversely affected the 
brewing industry, and had the unintended consequence of fostering a new market for 
soft drink manufacturers such as Coca-Cola and Pepsi (Hiatt et al. 2009). Similarly, 
Giesler (2008) found that once the ‘war’ on downloading music played itself out, 
unintended opportunities for other market players (such as iTunes) arose.

ConClusion

Our review of the empirical work examining activism in the consumer culture 
literature has revealed both its breadth and some of its tendencies toward unduly 
limiting underlying assumptions. By opening up these assumptions for examination, 
we have identified five opportunities that could potentially be productive for future 
scholarship on activism. Of course, the opportunities we identify are by no means 
exhaustive. We hope, however, that they will help to inspire a new, even richer, wave 
of research on consumer activism.
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Consumer Culture and  

the Media
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inTroduCTion

Two inescapable features of contemporary society are the wide availability of media 
texts and technologies, and the organisation of life around various forms of market 
exchange. It is arguably impossible to understand or analyse the human condition in 
almost any context, be it at the local, national or global scales, without engaging to 
some extent with either the media or consumer culture (Iqani, 2012a). This chapter 
takes this claim as a starting point. Based thereon, its intention is to present to the 
reader a number of propositions about important ways in which media systems and 
cultures of consumption are inextricably linked. The overarching claim of this chap-
ter is that it is impossible to study one without the other, and that any attempt to 
research some facet of consumer culture requires a consideration of the media, and 
any attempt to research some facet of the media requires a consideration of consumer 
culture. The chapter is organised in three sections. The first sketches out some of the 
political-economic links between consumer culture and the media. The second con-
siders the same question from the perspective of discourse and aesthetics. The third 
and final section explores how the links between consumer culture and media are 
inscribed by global histories and contemporary international relations.

media eConomies and neoliberal CulTure

Arguably, media technologies, texts and practices are deeply intertwined with neo-
liberal economics and power structures. This section examines some of the key 
global political-economic issues that link media and consumer culture.
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The Mainstream Media Economics Model

Perhaps the most obvious connection between consumer culture and the media is the 
well-established fact that the majority of mainstream media forms (and platforms) 
are objects produced by corporations motivated by profit, and intended for exchange 
in one form or another on the open market. The various television programmes, 
books, films, newspapers, magazines, and website articles that are purchased by 
consumers around the world are produced by huge companies, sometimes multi-
nationals, who invest significant resources into packaging information and producing 
entertainment for global audiences (Jin & Winseck, 2012). Despite the commonplace 
nature of peer-to-peer sharing and online pirating of copyrighted material, the domi-
nant structure of legally sanctioned media consumption remains a relationship of 
market exchange. Audiences are consumers in the extent to which they literally buy 
media commodities (Doyle, 2013). Whether it is over the counter of the corner store, 
in the queue at the supermarket, or through an online transaction, money changes 
hands and very often the goods that are bought and sold are informational: MP3s, 
magazines, concert tickets, a subscription to a news service, a download of an aca-
demic article. Simply put, the global economy is to a significant extent comprised of 
activities related to the production, distribution and consumption of media (Hafez, 
2013; Rantanen, 2005; Robertson, 1992). A large portion of the media landscape 
therefore is comprised of material produced by corporate actors in the service of 
neoliberal economic goals: profit and the expansion of markets at almost any cost. 
Although not exclusively, the success of many media productions is judged on the 
basis of sales: box office numbers, viewership and circulation figures, bestseller lists, 
and so on. This underlines the commodity status of many media objects.

In addition to this crude economic aspect to global consumer media is another, 
only slightly more complex layer to the economic links between media and cultures 
of consumption. Notwithstanding the huge importance of public service broadcast-
ers, very few national broadcasters are entirely publically funded like the UK’s BBC. 
Most broadcasters, publications and web platforms rely on the sale of advertising to 
fund their operations. This is a classic insight into the operations of media economics 
(Alexander, Owers, Carveth, Hollifield, & Greco, 2003; Doyle, 2013; Picard, 2003). 
Most media companies – those in the business of producing informational or enter-
tainment content for direct sale to audiences – are rarely able to cover their costs merely 
through the sales of the commodities they produce. What they do profit from – and 
handsomely – is the sale of their audiences’ attention to advertisers. The inclusion 
of advertising means that an entire ‘world of goods’ (Iqani, 2012a, p. 103) is mar-
keted through media commodities. This tight relationship between, say, the washing 
powder and vacuum cleaners advertised during commercial breaks and the wildly 
popular soap operas and telenovelas that captivate audiences during prime time, is an 
important characteristic of both media and consumer economies (Lavin, 1995). The 
process of selling space to advertisers is effectively a commodification of audiences. 
As such, even viewers who do not directly pay for access to their favourite media 
content pay for it indirectly through the conversion of their attention into value in the 
form of the income that the platforms earn from advertisers. In the context of social 
media platforms, this form of value creation has been theorised as an exploitation of 
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the creative labour of users (Banks & Humphreys, 2008; Fuchs & Sevignani, 2013). 
In the post-analogue economy, it is not only the attention of media users but also their 
creative power and interactive engagement that are converted into value and profit by 
media corporations.

As well as being commodities with use and exchange value in their own right, 
and serving as channels and platforms for the communication of other commodities, 
media platforms and companies are also commodities in another sense. They are 
brands: informational commodities linked to specific products or services, which 
communicate certain values and invite certain relationships from the public (Aronczyk 
& Powers, 2010; Arvidsson, 2005; Lury, 2004). But brands do not only serve to 
make products and services recognisable, they also accrue value and thereby become 
valuable assets in their own right. The biggest and most successful media companies 
and products (think, Fox, Google, CNN) also have highly valuable brands, which 
are likewise traded in national and global processes of accumulation, merger, and 
acquisition.

As this brief summary articulates, there are important structural issues at play 
when considering the links between consumer culture and the media. These are best 
examined within the framework of the political economy of media, both global and 
national, and can also be explored through critical studies of media economics and 
branding.

The Commodification of Communication?

An important cultural question that comes up when surveying the landscape of con-
sumer media economics, is the extent to which various forms of communication have 
become commoditised by mere virtue of their existence within a neoliberal context. 
It is uncontroversial to outline how various mainstream, commercial media forms 
and platforms are consumerist in the sense in which they are organised around forms 
of market exchange. What may be considered more contentious, however, is the 
claim that the rise of consumer culture and the growing influence of profit-oriented 
worldviews in contemporary society has fundamentally altered the process of com-
munication – all human communication – itself.

From a psycho-social perspective, the ability to communicate in complex ways 
is what defines the human condition (Craig, 1999; Hardt, 2008; Schiller, 1996). 
Arguably, we strive for understanding of ourselves and those close to us, and 
have only communication as a means to achieve that. The same can be said for 
intercultural and collective, more distant, forms of communication, which again 
have been idealised as – perhaps the only – vehicle available to build bridges, 
cross boundaries, and achieve something akin to a global humanist understanding 
(McLuhan, 2001). Throughout history, the emergence of new technologies, from 
papyrus, to ink and paper, to the printing press, to satellite networks and Bluetooth, 
have allowed individuals to share their ideas, thoughts, and emotions with others, 
both dialogically and through mass dissemination (Peters, 2012). Historical studies 
of various media forms at times romanticise the new possibilities for the expansion 
of enlightenment, cross-cultural understanding, even democracy, along with the rise 
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of each new communication technology and network (Hofmeyr, 2013; Peters, 2012; 
Schiller, 1996). Yet, considered within the strictures of a profit-oriented global media 
economy, does the innately transformative and liberating potential of communication 
become tainted (Deetz, 1992)?

To some extent, the answer is yes. If the large majority of communicative forms 
are being produced by powerful actors in charge of communicative infrastructures 
and resources, mainly in the service of profit, it stands to reason that those motiva-
tions will shape the products that are made available and circulated. Some argue 
that this has profound implications for democracy (McChesney, 2015). Ongoing 
critical analyses of the mis- or under-representation of oppressed and marginalised 
groups in mainstream media is just one outcome of that particular political economy 
of media. However, some have argued that the rise of new technologies, especially 
digital platforms, has heralded a new liberating age of the democratisation of human 
expression (McLuhan, 2001). Instead of powerful corporations controlling the major-
ity of outputs of mass communication, skewing it towards groups that already have 
economic power and cultural dominance, Internet culture has allowed for a democ-
ratisation of expression (Carpentier, Dahlgren, & Pasquali, 2013; Hackett & Zhao, 
2005). Anyone can make their own television or radio show in the form of webcasts 
and podcasts, anyone can publish their writing on blogs and personal websites, and 
anyone can produce and share their own imagery through mobile-phone platforms 
such as Instagram.

Of course, these new possibilities create a more democratic media landscape 
than that once controlled completely by media conglomerations. Yet, the tsunami 
of self-expression that has been unleashed by the rise of new technologies, broad-
ened (though not yet universal) Internet access, and interactive platforms must also 
be viewed through the lens of ‘conditional freedom’ (Chouliaraki, 2008, p. 846). 
Ordinary citizens who make their own media – be it through a sophisticated blog 
or YouTube channel or simply a Facebook status update – all function within the 
formats and confines determined by global media companies. As such, it could be 
argued that many forms of inter-personal communication are now – more than ever – 
at best influenced and at worst regulated by commercial media power. Others argue 
that various forms of personal communication facilitated by social media platforms 
have become yoked into processes of self-branding (Dijck, 2013). Taking the logic of 
the exploitation of labour by capital into a critique of the operation of power within 
social media, it is argued that neoliberalism has extended beyond the management 
of the self, into the production of the self as a commodity itself and the extraction 
of value therefrom. The ‘labour’ that social media users do both produces value for 
the platform within which they socialise, and also forces them into a style of self-
promotion and branding that mirrors other forms of commoditisation.

Linked to these concerns about the commodification of identity and human 
interaction, are arguments that various spheres of communication have become 
increasingly influenced by commercial values and aesthetics. Alongside claims that 
society in general has become celebritised (Driessens, 2017), some argue that politics 
has become celebritised (Drake & Higgins, 2006): we see politicians increasingly 
behaving like celebrities in the public realm, just as we see more celebrities entering 
politics (this is the case not only in the US where Ronald Reagan and Donald Trump 
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are well-known former entertainers, but also in other locations, such as the Ukraine, 
where former boxing champion Vitali Klitschko is now a heavyweight political player). 
Evidence shows that political communication has been increasingly infiltrated by 
methods formerly favoured by product-pushers: candidates and parties are ‘branded’, 
policies are ‘sold’ by being dressed up as attractive titbits, voters and citizens are 
increasingly treated like customers. All the while, public services and goods like clean 
water, education, and social services are privatised, branded, and sold to consumers 
rather than provided to citizens. Even humanitarianism – that set of ethics most closely 
connected to a cosmopolitan ethic and imaginary, perhaps a last hope for idealists  
who dream of a world in which more privileged human beings take care of those who 
suffer – has become overtaken to some extent by practices of branding, appeals to 
individual egos, celebrity appropriation and the music industry (Chouliaraki, 2013; 
Richey, 2015; Vestergaard, 2008).

From all of these perspectives, it is not only Culture but also Communication that 
has been industrialised and integrated into the ‘social factory’ (Prodnik, 2012). No 
media or communication form can escape the influence of neoliberal power. This 
summary has not intended to suggest that human actors have no agency, but to 
emphasise how those forms of agency are inherently shaped and constrained by the 
operations of the media political-economy.

mediaTing ConsumPTion: The PoliTiCs oF aesTheTiCs  
and disCourse

With some key perspectives thus mapped out on the structural dynamics to do with 
the overlap of media and consumer economics, it is now necessary to turn our 
attention to more cultural and aesthetic dimensions. As I have argued in detail 
elsewhere, with a focus on the case study of the magazine cover genre, consumption 
is provoked and shaped by media discourse (Iqani, 2012a). Consumer cultures, 
including invitations to specific forms of self-regard and orientations towards 
material lifestyles and commodities, are consistently sold on the open market 
through a wide variety of media forms.

The Discursive Construction of Consumer Culture

The discursive perspective on mediated culture is by now well established in media 
studies scholarship (Macdonald, 2003; Matheson, 2005). Discourse analysts argue 
that social reality is constructed through regimes of communication and knowledge 
that are strongly influenced – although not absolutely determined by – relationships 
of power (Hook, 2005). From this standpoint, consumer culture is a product of the 
intersections of power, knowledge, and communicative technologies (Iqani, 2012a, 
2016). The production of consumer culture through discourse arguably happens to a 
very large extent in media content and form. The messages, objects, lifestyles, identi-
ties, and practices that are made visible in media intersect in order to promote certain 
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ideas over others, to the extent that they extend into hegemonic narratives that 
become widely accepted as natural. This is at once the power of discourse and an 
example of the operations of power through discourse. To extend this discussion into 
an empirical direction, it is worth considering some examples. Three will be briefly 
addressed: the discursive construction of commodity culture, celebrity, and gendered 
consumer practices. These are indicative – and widely researched – areas in which 
media discourses play a significant role in the social construction of consumer 
culture.

As well as being commodities themselves, media also function as powerful con-
duits for the promotion of other commodities. Both directly and explicitly, through 
advertising and product placement, as well as indirectly and implicitly through the 
promotion of general ideas about commodity-centred lifestyles, the world of media 
and the world of commodities are tightly intertwined. Through ever evolving genres 
and narrative forms, human relationships with various manufactured items are con-
stantly reiterated and discursively constructed.

Commodity culture has been theorised as an iteration of material culture (Haug, 
1987). Although human societies have always been partly produced through the 
production and exchange of objects (Appadurai, 1988), the material dimension to 
human relations was exaggerated by the industrial revolution and the rise of modern 
and post-modern capitalism. As production technologies became more industrialised 
and efficient, mass manufacture saw the transformation of the object into the com-
modity: something produced purely for the purposes of exchange at a rate of profit 
(Appadurai, 2012). Much critical writing has focused on the commodity as evidence 
of the alienation of the worker’s labour, the chasm between use and exchange val-
ues, and also a symbol for a capitalist system driven by greed to overproduction and 
built-in obsolescence (Marx, 1867). But also worth theorising is the extent to which 
the commodity is inherently bound up in systems of communication and aesthetics. 
Commodities, as well as being three-dimensional objects with functions and uses, 
are also signs in their own right (Baudrillard, 1998; Haug, 1987). By virtue of their 
design, packaging and display in retail spaces, commodities can also be theorised 
as media forms: sites on which messages and ideas are transcribed through various 
communicative technologies (Iqani, 2011, 2013). As well as this inherently semiotic 
nature, commodities are again mediated through their discussion and presentation 
in media forms, including advertising, product reviews, the curating of ‘must-have’ 
items in magazine editorials, and through sophisticated forms of sponsorship and 
product placement in films, television shows and computer games, for example. This 
adds up to the mediation of a world of goods through media forms that, in tandem 
with the inherently mediated condition of commodities themselves, suggests that we 
also need to consider theories of mediation and the hyperreal alongside those of the 
material (Iqani, 2012a, p. 37) when defining and studying commodity culture.

Another empirical orientation point for considering the importance of media in 
the discursive construction of consumer culture is the celebrity. In perhaps even 
more explicit ways, the celebrity is a construct of media culture. The very notion 
of fame – of being widely recognised and visible – is produced through media 
exposure (Evans & Hesmondhalgh, 2005; Rojek, 2001; Turner, 2010). Indeed, since 
the turn of the twenty-first century with the rise of reality television and social 
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media, more and more celebrities are produced directly through their appearance 
in media. Celebrities are a crucial part of consumer culture: not only are they 
extreme examples of how subjectivities are commoditised and turned into brands, 
but they link their identities and images with a wide range of consumer products 
(Iqani, 2012a, 2016). By directly participating in the marketisation of various 
commodities, celebrities profit themselves through the hefty payments they receive 
to be associated with other brands, and also explicitly validate a view of the world 
in which manufactured goods and brands are centre stage. Media are central to the 
discursive construction of celebrity, which in turn is central to the mediation of 
consumer-oriented lifestyles.

Another important empirical avenue for considering the discursive construction of 
consumer culture is gender, specifically femininity. Heteronormative and patriarchal 
notions of the feminine are a constant theme in the representative work of media as 
well as in ‘everyday’ ideas about consumption (Gill, 2007a; McRobbie, 1997, 2004). 
Important work has been done by feminist scholars to show how consumption was 
historically framed as a feminine pursuit. The emergence of new retail geographies 
and feminine media forms are directly linked to the idea of consumption – particularly 
in service of managing the domestic environment – as a feminine pursuit (Ballaster, 
1991; Ferguson, 1983; Ohmann, 1996). Women were relegated to the realms of 
the domestic, private, and consumption, while men were privileged to enjoy the 
worlds of production, labour, and politics. Although consumption has become 
more ‘democratised’ in that men are increasingly being addressed as consumers, 
contemporary feminist scholars continue to reveal how gender is constructed in 
particular ways in consumer media. In the current, ‘postfeminist’ moment, women 
are increasingly invited by media discourses to present themselves as empowered 
through consumption and beauty practices (Gill, 2007b, 2008; McRobbie, 2004). In 
particular, the discourse of sexiness has become central both to media and consumer 
cultures. Women are invited to produce and present themselves as sexy, as a mode 
of achieving empowerment and influence in contemporary society. Sexiness has 
become one of the most important items in a catalogue of sales techniques (Iqani, 
2012b; Schroeder & McDonagh, 2005), it is increasingly common to see women’s 
bodies and sexualities being objectified in the service of selling commodities as banal 
as fish fingers, soft drinks, and car insurance. The gendered dimension to mediated 
consumer culture deserves to receive on-going critical attention.

Consumer Aesthetics and Multimodality

As well as the many important questions that arise when considering the ways in 
which communication and power intersect in discourse in order to construct 
consumer culture, it is also important to consider the place of aesthetics in the 
intersection of consumer culture and the media. Arguably, contemporary media 
culture is more visual than ever (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006; Schroeder, 2002). 
Popular culture and public space – especially in cities – is saturated with images and 
visual forms of communication. Media texts are also inherently – and increasingly 
– visual. Even the most textual of media texts, which do not necessarily include 
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visual components, are carefully designed using typography, layout tools and text 
placement and as such become visual in their own right. Arguably the power of the 
image has never been stronger: entertainment websites curate image galleries of the 
most banal topics (cue the infamous internet obsession with domestic cats), viewers 
on opposite sides of the world gaze in horror at photo-journalism collections 
featuring devastation caused by natural disasters, and consumers scroll absently 
through streams and streams of hash-tagged photos on Instagram. What this 
re-loaded, interactive visuality means for consumer culture is an important question 
for future conceptual work.

Multimodality has been highlighted as a key framing device for the analysis 
of contemporary communication forms (Jewitt, 2009; Kress, 2013; Kress & Van 
Leeuwen, 2001) and it is arguably also the case for the study of consumer culture. 
In addition to the question of the power of the visual – and its role in contem-
porary consumer culture – is the question of other modalities of communication 
and how they play into the formation and promotion of cultures of consumption. 
Most explicit, perhaps, is the question of space. A significant sub-field of cultural 
geography has examined the spatial characteristics of the retail landscape. Studies 
have presented ethnographies of branded retail spaces, from the high street to the 
mall, in order to gain deeper insight into practices of consumption (Brottman, 1997; 
Penaloza, 1998; Sherry et al., 2001). Work has also been done that highlights the 
communicative aspects of spatial arrangement, linking in with visual forms of com-
munication (Iqani, 2011). As geographers and architects have long argued, spatial 
design carries meaning. How do various spaces of consumption – from street-side 
traders to glossy high-end malls – produce consumer culture as well as facilitate 
various forms of consumption?

Along with the modality of space, other modes of communication are arguably 
central to consumer media forms. The study of colour, and the ways in which cer-
tain hues and shades are deployed in the service of specific ideological perspectives, 
is important (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2002). For example, the ways in which pink 
has been gendered as feminine is indicative of the communicative power that colour 
holds (Koller, 2008), and the ways in which that power is very effectively harnessed 
by those who produce marketing communications. Arguably, contemporary media-
tion takes place in hyperreal (Baudrillard, 1983) full colour, and as such it will be 
increasingly important to understand the role that colour plays both in consumer 
culture and in the everyday forms of mediation that saturate public space and shared 
human experiences. Another under-studied modality is texture. Specific materi-
als carry specific meanings: for example the message communicated by a smooth, 
glazed ceramic cup will be very different to that of a raw baked clay mug, a shift of 
silk means something very different to a swatch of linen. How texture is harnessed 
into various forms of consumerist mediation is an important area of ongoing aes-
thetic analysis. In my own work on glossiness and smoothness, I have argued that 
these two textures in particular hold a special cachet in the toolbox of consumerist 
communication (Iqani, 2012a, 2012b). These textures work to communicate the vir-
ginal, untouched qualities of brand new commodities, which is one of the affective 
mechanisms used to make those objects desirable. The textures of smoothness and 
glossiness are also deployed in representations of women in popular culture, in such 
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a way as to make rhetorical links between the object world and hyper-femininity. As 
just one example of the communicative power of texture, more research needs to be 
done on a whole variety of textural modalities, in order to understand their specific 
aesthetic and discursive functions, and how they contribute to the aestheticisation of 
consumer culture more broadly.

The global PoliTiCs oF mediaTed Consumer CulTure

Thus far, this chapter has sketched out key concerns in the political-economic and 
discursive-aesthetic dimensions to the overlap between media and consumer 
cultures. It is now necessary to explore some historical and global dimensions to 
these themes. Arguably, both consumer and media cultures are inherently global 
(Iqani, 2016). Tightly linked as they are, it is perhaps stating the obvious that both 
commodities and media texts cross borders and flow across cultures, to and from 
both North and South, East and West. But the inherent globalisation – of both media 
and consumption – deserves closer discussion. This is offered in two sweeps: the first 
considers the links between colonialism, developmentalism and mediated consumer 
culture; the second the politics of globalised commodity cultures.

As I have argued elsewhere, contemporary studies of consumer culture are lacking 
in the attention paid to the global South (Iqani, 2016). To a certain extent, consump-
tion has been theorised as an inherently Western set of practices, to which the non-
Western world is increasingly demanding access. In order to properly contextualise 
the contemporary landscape of consumer culture, it is necessary to acknowledge 
the role that histories of colonialism played in producing the contemporary global 
political-economy of consumption (Sinclair & Pertierra, 2012, p. 5). Colonialism 
was not simply an ideological and military system, it was also an acutely economic 
enterprise that aimed at producing new markets for the glut of commodities newly 
produced by the industrial revolution (Duignan & Gann, 1975). Although most of 
the post-colonial world is half a century beyond the shackles of imperialism, traces 
of the colonial economy remain. These are visible not only in a global economy in 
which the West remains powerful despite the rise of new BRICS economies (Armijo, 
2007; Lo & Hiscock, 2014), but also in the enduring forms of racism and sexism 
that are evidenced in many mainstream media spaces. White supremacist capitalist 
patriarchies (hooks, 2014) continue to wield a huge amount of power both in con-
sumer economies and global media. As such, critical race, feminist and queer theories 
remain central to the project of examining the operations of consumer culture and 
media, which simply cannot be divorced from their histories.

Although there are many aspects to the consideration of the links between colo-
nial histories and contemporary consumer cultures (Burke, 1996; Magubane, 2004; 
McClintock, 2013), what is worth highlighting for the purposes of this chapter, is 
the question of aspiration (Iqani, 2016). For decades, consumer culture has profited 
from selling the idea of a better life: a fitter, slimmer body, a more beautiful home, 
more holidays to exciting places, a more harmonious family, and so on. Traces of 
colonial mentalities and power structures are often visible in these different symbolic 
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tyrannies. The media genre that most explicitly capitalises on aspiration is advertis-
ing – but arguably the ethics of aspiration filter through to every moment of con-
sumerist mediation. Aspiration can be summed up as the hopes for, or promises of, a 
better life. These hopes exist at both the macro and micro scales; at the level of entire 
nations and regions, and at the level of individuals and their families (Cavalcanti, 
2007). It is an innately human value to imagine a better tomorrow, to hope for and 
work towards access to more resources than one currently has: this is almost certainly 
true for most of the world’s population, which is forced to share only a tiny percent-
age of the world’s income. It is no surprise, therefore, that appeals to aspiration form 
a central theme in consumerist mediation.

There is, however, another angle to thinking about aspiration. Development 
theory suggests that there is an under-developed world, and a developed world, and 
that it is preferable for the former to evolve towards the state of the latter (Beer, 
2000). This perspective takes for granted that industrialised modernity is the only 
possible version of successful statehood, and that in turn the types of consumer 
societies produced by neoliberal economics are the only possible versions of 
successful societies. A trickle-down effect of these ideas would be that the only 
possible model of a successful citizen is one that is fully enrolled in practices of 
consumption (Canclini, 2001; Couldry, 2004; Couldry, Livingstone, & Markham, 
2007). This raises important questions about the extent to which consumption is a 
right to which people should be able to demand access, or merely a luxury that is, 
although consistently mediated through a wide variety of messages, attainable only 
by a small crust of the world’s population. An important question that scholars of 
consumer culture and the media should be asking is which narratives of consumption 
and consumer culture are prioritised in media in different parts of the world. To what 
extent is consumption linked in with developmentalist policies, politics, and inter-
governmental initiatives? How do practices of consumption manifest in dreams of 
a better life and aspirations for brighter futures? It is precisely this latter question 
that brings up important questions about the distribution of the resources and 
opportunities attendant on consumer culture.

New developments in global media and consumer culture raise questions about 
the extent to which cultural imperialism remains a useful theoretical framework. The 
argument that Western power is extending its reach through the export of media and 
cultural products (Golding & Harris, 1996; Tomlinson, 2001) might need reconsid-
ering, at least in the extent to which other cultures are increasingly participating in 
the global economy. As well as this, it is necessary to rethink classic manipulation-
ist views on consumption, which see it as part of a system of false consciousness 
(Adorno & Horkheimer, 1944; Marcuse, 1964). Without doubt, all human beings 
on this planet deserve to have some share in the many material comforts that only a 
small minority are currently enjoying. As leading scholars have argued, mediation is 
a sociological concept that allows for a conceptualisation of how media production 
and consumption processes coalesce in texts and technologies (Chouliaraki, 2006; 
Silverstone, 2005). If we accept the proposition that consumer culture is inherently 
mediated in a number of ways, then it follows that important questions about the 
global distribution of resources and consumption opportunities are also questions 
about mediation.
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The world of commodities and the variety of human practices linked to cultures  
of consumption are important defining features of contemporary consumer culture. 
As both material and hyperreal structures, commodities are central to media cultures 
as well as the global neoliberal political-economy. Brands and branded items cross 
borders in different ways, the former through global trade, the latter through the global 
media (Lash & Lury, 2007). Arguably, there is a global division of labour currently 
manifesting in the global consumer economy: on the one hand is the hard, physical 
labour of ‘sweatshops’ and production lines in the factories of the global South; on 
the other is the creative and informational labour of workers in the global North, who 
produce the advertisements and communications strategies of the brands attached to 
the goods manufactured in special economic zones elsewhere (Iqani, 2016, p. 30). 
Contemporary consumer culture also sees interesting divisions in markets: Western 
brands are increasingly aiming to increase their market share in ‘new’ Southern 
markets, while some massive corporations from the global South, such as China’s 
Alibaba, are increasingly attempting to make inroads into Western markets. From the 
perspectives of both global mediation and the global consumer economy, important 
questions about representation, discourse and mediation arise: how resources – both 
material and mediated – distributed on a global scale, are shaped by history as well as 
shifting political and economic relations within and across borders.

ConClusion

This chapter has sketched out a number of key concerns that emerge when considering 
the links between consumer culture and the media. It has accounted for big questions 
that arise from a political-economic perspective: namely, the operations of corporate 
actors and governments in relation to global media production and markets. It has also 
sketched out key issues in relation to cultural and aesthetic questions that arise when 
studying consumer media: namely, the importance of discourse and multimodality as 
framing concepts. Finally, a number of key issues related to the global politics of 
mediated consumer culture were outlined. In summary, it can be argued that neither 
media systems nor consumer culture can be understood in isolation from one another. 
This is true at local, national and global levels. In order to continue to develop 
nuanced and complex accounts of consumer culture, media culture, and consumerist 
mediation – accounts which are necessary in order to gain deeper insight into the 
operations of the global neoliberal economy and the many forms of culture attendant 
thereto – scholars should continue to build interdisciplinary approaches that pay 
attention to political, economic, and aesthetic factors.
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inTroduCTion

Consumer capitalist societies have been described as inviting individuals to joyfully 
take responsibility for their bodies and to invest in body maintenance and enhance-
ment in order to perform culturally appropriate self-presentation. The body is said  
to become the ‘visible carrier of the self’ in contemporary ‘consumer culture’ 
(Featherstone, 1982), the finest consumer object subject to endless triumphant, com-
mercially mediated ‘rediscovery’ (Baudrillard, 1998). Fitness culture, for example, 
has been described as the epitome of such a trend in consumer capitalism, spreading 
all over the global West (Sassatelli, 2015). All in all, a variety of products and ser-
vices indeed give evidence to the increasing process of performative, aestheticized 
rationalization of the body, whereby individualization is coupled with standardiza-
tion, self-surveillance with spectacularization, discipline with hedonism (Sassatelli, 
2012). Via commercial aestheticization, especially the surface of our bodies is end-
lessly celebrated or stigmatized as iconic representation of selves. In this chapter, we 
will focus on three arenas of body surface modification techniques which, as 
opposed to physical activity, are relatively instantaneous: fashion, body art and cos-
metic surgery. Differently placed on the body modification spectrum in terms of 
physical risks, permanence and invasiveness, fashion, body art and cosmetic surgery 
allow us to reflect on the dominant cultural framing of bodies and selves in contem-
porary consumer culture, putting the structuration of consumers’ experience of 
embodied subjectivity under a critical lens.
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body ProjeCTs and Consumer CaPiTalism

In the last decades, sociologists have conceived the body as a key element in the 
everyday construction of one’s identity (Frank, 1991; Turner, 1996). In an age of 
increasing individualization and privatization of risks (Bauman, 1992; Beck, 1992), 
not only has the body been conceived as an ever-perfectible matter, but also a respon-
sibility of the self. The responsibility of the individual for his/her state of health and 
appearance (Featherstone, 1982), the growing importance of first impressions in 
celebrity and visual culture, information technology and new forms of work (Elliott, 
2008), the joyous duty to maintain one’s own body as useful, docile and fit (Sassatelli, 
1999, 2010) and the spreading of a variety of body modification subcultures (Pitts, 
2003) are only a few of the many factors that have been put forward to support this 
argument. According to many authors, the body can become a project that is to be 
‘accomplished’ as part of the construction of self-identity (Shilling, 2013).

The concept of a ‘body as project’ or ‘body project’ draws upon Anthony Giddens’s 
(1991) argument about the reflexive self in high modernity, an age of anxiety 
dominated by ontological insecurity. This existential condition is broadly due to the 
increasing inability of the grand narratives of religion and politics to counter people’s 
uncertainties and the dismantling of Fordist organization of work and its institutions. 
Facing anxiety, other authors had claimed, the individual puts his/her attention 
inward, and the physical body represents an ultimate site of control, an arena where 
the sense of self can be achieved through individual planning (Lasch, 1979). What 
characterizes Giddens’s argument is that reflexive self-fashioning becomes a process 
of identity construction. Self-identity is not a sum of distinctive traits possessed by 
the individual, ‘it is the self as reflexively understood by the person in terms of her or 
his biography’ (Giddens, 1991, 53). This reflexivity extends to the body, as it is part 
of an action system:

The body is less and less an extrinsic given functioning outside the internally referential systems 
of modernity, but becomes itself reflexively mobilised. What might appear as a wholesale 
movement towards the narcissistic cultivation of bodily appearance is in fact an expression of a 
concern lying much deeper actively to ‘construct’ and control the body. Here there is an integral 
connection between bodily development and lifestyle – manifest, for example, in the pursuit of 
specific bodily regimes. (ibid., 7)

In other words, not only have we become responsible for the design of our own 
bodies, but how far our body and its appearance can be carried on in ways that are 
consistent with our biographical narrative is fundamental vis-à-vis feelings of 
ontological security.

According to such theories, such individual projectuality is expressed mainly 
through consumption: the surface and the interior of the body are open more than 
ever to reconstruction or re-incorporation through products and services available 
in the market (Hancock et al., 2000). Consumer capitalism offers a pre-selection of 
choices which work through the enticement of promotional culture and its imaginary, 
commercial institutions and their capacity to construct meaningful paths for self and 
body transformation. Such an approach implies a critical stance, as we cannot simply 
choose, as consumers, any body (and any self) we want. If for liberalism choice is 
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just freedom, choice is here a continuous burden to be taken with a smile: it is some-
how compulsory (see Schwarzkopf, Chapter 25 this volume). We are forced into it 
not so much by the drive of the capitalist economy, but by the absence of a stable 
social and cultural order in a post-traditional society. We have ‘no choice, but to 
choose’ – writes Giddens (1991, 81). For Beck (1992, 131) ‘[l]iberalism presupposed 
a coherent identity, yet identity seems to be precisely the main problem of modern 
existence and is itself something to be chosen’; the self as performed through the body 
is thus a ‘project’. Of course, together with choice comes self-responsibility, and risk- 
perception changes accordingly: now risks are in the region of anomy, linked to the 
incapacity to perform convincingly a body that fits. As Giddens observes (1991, 80), 
late modernity confronts the individual with a complex diversity of choices which 
is ‘non-foundational’, produces anxiety and offers ‘little help as to which options 
should be selected’. Circularly, the solution to such risk and anxiety found in con-
temporary society is, for Bauman (1992, 200), ‘technical’: consumer culture solves 
the problem of the durable and coherent self-presentation by treating all problems as 
solvable through specific commodities. Each of them may be highly functional to a 
precise task, but they still have to be arranged in a coherent, credible whole, mean-
ingful and revealing of the self. Body projects are attempts to construct and maintain 
a coherent and feasible sense of self-identity through the consumption of goods and 
services addressed to the body, particularly the body’s surface.

All in all, performing an adequate body image, both in terms of surface appear-
ance and demeanor, becomes of the essence. In consumer capitalism, the body has 
become, in Bourdieu’s (1984) terms, a source of symbolic capital, less because of 
what the body is able to do than because of how it looks and feels. It is not only a mat-
ter of increased quantity of goods and services, or of their availability in mass market 
and global distribution to vaster ranges of the population, but of meaning attached 
to body work: efforts to transform it are now understood by a growing number of 
individuals as part of a biographical project, where messages about self-identity are 
transmitted and distinction from others can be marked (Shilling, 2013).

The body is thus no longer conceived as a fixed essence; the ultimate target is to 
pull any physical modification off from natural physiological processes and to draw 
it uniquely upon the individual’s willingness and taste. Self-identity is now derived 
not so much from work and production, as from consumption (Sassatelli, 2012): we 
do not simply consume according to what we are, but we become what we con-
sume. This is intrinsically related to the current structuring of the economy, based 
on information technologies, global production and the imperatives of adaptability. 
According to Martin (1994) the mantra of flexibility now includes everyone’s person-
ality, body and organization, not only job market. The body thus becomes plastic, a 
sort of lifestyle accessory, a matter to be shaped and ‘stylized’.

The notion of body projects has been widely used by sociologists, but it has 
also been criticized as it can overemphasize the individual’s capacity for bodily 
self-narration and self-creation. In general, it has been noted that access to cultural 
resources for identity construction is not equally available to people in consumer 
society, but is influenced by gender, age, socio-economic position, education, race 
and ethnicity. As Bordo argued as early as in 1993, the idea of endless possibilities of 
the plasticity of the body is an ideology that effaces material and social inequalities, 
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and the historical conditions of its construction. To put it in her own words, cultural 
imagery, advertising discourses and practices addressed to bodily appearance 
modification contribute altogether to ‘a construction of life as plastic possibility 
and weightless choice, undetermined by history, social location, or even individual 
biography’ (ibid., 250–251). Even if practices and imagery surrounding body projects 
in consumer culture are presented as individual enterprises, they nonetheless produce 
and reproduce economic inequalities and power relations.

Individuals are differently located in aesthetic, social and economic hierarchies 
and they have unequal access to the material possibilities to cultivate the body as 
a means of self-expression. As Boltanski (1971) noted, for example, one’s orienta-
tion to the body is influenced by class position and has a feedback effect on class as 
well. For example, if we consider the health market, we can see that there are very 
different attitudes to the body and its state of health which correspond to different 
forms of health service consumption. The middle classes tend to operate around the 
idea that they can and must control their body and their state of health, and thus they 
generally have more medical check-ups with the result that they effectively have a 
longer life-span. Instead, the working class tend to adopt a fatalist attitude, not wor-
rying about small illnesses or discomforts, and they only reluctantly visit the doctor 
in cases of emergency, with the result that their life-span is shorter, and they are more 
prone to invalidating disease, therefore almost enacting their fatalistic prophecy at 
its worst (Boltanski, 1971). More broadly, by considering the features of different 
occupational groups’ somatic culture as the product of the objective conditions they 
retranslate in the cultural order, Boltanski showed not only the variability in the daily 
consumption of body-related practices, but also the different rhetoric supporting 
them. As one rises in the social hierarchy, the level of education increases and cor-
respondingly the importance of manual labor decreases for the benefit of intellectual 
work; the body becomes more and more the site of a growing number of consumption 
practices that allow one to be distinguished from people of lower classes, who have a 
more instrumental approach to the body. Boltanski’s findings would suggest that the 
notion of body projects could apply only for individuals from higher social class and 
who are highly educated, as their body maintenance and enhancement practices can 
be conceived within a larger reflexive process of producing a sense of self through 
consumption. A few years later, Bourdieu considered these dynamics as part of dis-
tinction practices and bodily class habitus (1984).

More recently, the notion of ‘body projects’ has been used by empirical investiga-
tions on self enhancement and bodily transformation as the focus of embodiment in 
a consumer lifestyle, from bodybuilding to fitness, from piercing to cosmetic surgery 
(Davis, 1995; DeMello, 2000; Sanders, 1989; Sassatelli, 2010; Sweetman, 1999). Other 
research accounts for reflexivity as based on the capacity to achieve an outside perspec-
tive on oneself, a process which generates a sense of being distinct from the quali-
ties identified with the self when assuming an external perspective – the standpoint of 
‘other’s eye’. To the extent that bodies are thereby conceived as moral, aesthetic, sensu-
ous and active, body projects are reflexive projects (Crossley, 2001; Entwistle, 2000; 
Sweetman, 1999; Wacquant, 1995, 2004).

Working on one’s own body through diet and exercise is then a matter  
of lifestyle: shaping materiality is part of the aestheticization of everyday life.  
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But body modifications can be very different from one another, in terms of 
duration, invasiveness, safety, social meanings, spread, painfulness and expenditure. 
Crossley (2005) suggests, for example, looking at practices of body modification 
and body maintenance separately, as they imply sets of practices with different 
meaning, purpose and accessibility. According to Crossley, Giddens’s account of 
the body project as a need for social agents to construct coherent self-narratives 
in an increasingly de-traditionalized and risk-aware environment is more suitable 
to particular body modification such as exercise or diet, but not all. Can daily and 
widespread practices, he asks, such as tooth-brushing and washing, and marginal 
ones, such as scarification and multiple piercing, be explained in the same way? 
In a study based on survey data, he takes into account a diverse range of practices 
altogether while remaining sensitive to their specificities. By analyzing clusters of 
reflexive body practices belonging to a common lifestyle, habitus or self-narrative, 
he suggests that a whole range of body maintenance practices, such as norms of 
hygiene, are ‘normal’ in both the statistical sense that most agents practice them 
and in the sense that they reflect pervasive moral norms. They are integral to the 
construction of a self, but not in the ‘choice’ and narrative-based sense suggested 
by Giddens with his idea of ‘body projects’, since they are too widely practiced and 
done as a matter of course in daily life to reflect anything distinctive about the self. 
In this case, the practices oriented to maintaining rather than modifying the body 
(as they reproduce sameness through time with a temporal structure which is more 
repetitive than transitional) are less amenable to be placed under the body project 
definition. Other clusters of body practices are better accounted for by notions of 
choice and active self-identity construction; statistically deviant ones, in particular, 
from bodybuilding to extreme body art, are more accountable as related to agent’s 
choices and reflexive biographical narratives.

The distinction between immediate body modifications (such as fashion, body 
art and cosmetic surgery), and time-demanding body transformations (such as diet, 
bodybuilding or fitness exercise) could represent a further framework for analysis, 
as ‘instant self-reinvention fits in perfectly with the flexibility, flow and flux that 
mark society today’ (Elliott, 2008, 19). Following both these approaches, in this 
chapter we will then focus on these three arenas of instant surface non-routinized 
body modifications: fashion, cosmetic surgery, and body art. These practices are 
good examples of the way individual experience of embodied subjectivity can be 
structured by consumption and canalized in a reflexive practice of autobiographical 
narration. Fashion is historically associated with the emergence of consumer culture, 
as it played a crucial role in the very beginning of consumer society; it is the most 
widespread and transversal along different dimensions of social differentiation (such 
as gender, social class, age and race). At the same time, it is one of the most volatile, 
less risky and less invasive body surface modification practices, and it can be the 
object of a consumption choice in everyday life. Cosmetic surgery and body art are 
less statistically ‘normal’, as they are rarer, more intrusive, permanent (or semi-
permanent), more expensive and risky. Nonetheless, they are increasingly relevant 
among wider strata of the population, potentially more subversive and experimental, 
and extremely revealing of the politics of body appearance in contemporary 
consumer culture.



body projeCts: fashion, aesthetiC modifiCations and stylized selves 295

Fashion

In the classical treatment of fashion much emphasis has been placed on its role in the 
diffusion of commodities in the genesis of consumer capitalism. Historically, the 
emulative mechanism which goes under the name of ‘trickle-down’ and has been 
attributed both to Veblen and to Simmel is key just like the role of class distinction: 
the last trends spread from higher to lower social groups and this promotes the con-
sequent attempt of the former to search for distinctive and novel items of status, 
initiating a consumption spiral. Fashion thus appears as a key structural mechanism 
for the spreading of consumer culture (Aspers and Godart, 2013). While fashion may 
be considered a broad social mechanism, to be applied to any commodity, material 
or cultural as it may be, the majority of the literature has considered it in relation to 
clothing. In such a guise, and in high modernity in particular, fashion directly con-
cerns the construction of reflexive body projects. Indeed, in fashioning our bodies 
appropriately we ‘learn to feel at home in them’ (Entwistle, 2000, 7). Thus, fashion 
is both a superficial and an intimate experience, which allows for the surface of our 
bodies to appear convincing, appropriate both to others and to ourselves.

Before the advent of modernity, the so-called sumptuary laws prescribed which 
colors, styles and materials could be used by people of different social positions, at 
least in public, so that it was in fact forbidden by law to dress ‘above’ your station. 
Basing one’s body project on clothes and appearance was not at stake at the time, at 
least for the vast majority of the population, and fashion, in clothing and elsewhere, 
was the precinct of the nobility. These laws were slowly abolished, and with the 
division of labor, social mobility and the monetary economy which have come to 
characterize consumer capitalism, everyone – provided they have sufficient money – 
has the right to choose and buy whatever good they please on the market to fashion 
their bodies. In this situation, the merry-go-round of fashion enticed people to 
choose the latest fad as an act of self-determination and social participation. Fashion 
in clothing thus becomes an important practice to construct an individual project 
on one’s own body, perhaps the first one. It becomes a moment of self-narration, 
presentation and indeed performance where individual identity and character – 
including originality, authenticity and all the attributes of the high modern subject – 
can and must be expressed.

In terms borrowed from Simmel (1971 [1904]), we may say that especially clothing, 
and ceremonial non-ordinary consumption along with it, has come to be socially 
regulated by fashion mechanisms, thus reflecting and facilitating the divergent 
tendencies of consumer capitalism: standardization, diversification, individualization 
and change. Extending to larger and lower social strata, fashion becomes a disciplining 
mechanism with ambivalent outcomes: it allows consumers to feel a sense of belonging 
to a particular group, whilst at the same time distinguishing themselves; it allows for 
individual body stylization, but provides the toolkit for its expression, it provides 
anchorage to others, but one which is by definition temporary and ever-changing. This 
stresses the subject’s need to govern fashion, to keep up to date, to fashion him or 
herself in ways which are both new and personal. All in all, as Arjun Appadurai (1986, 
32) wrote in a celebrated essay ‘[m]odern consumers are the victims of the velocity 
of fashion as surely as primitive consumers [or ‘traditional’ ones] are the victims of 
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the stability of sumptuary law’ which selectively forbids the use and possession of 
numerous non-essential goods according to status, gender, age, etc.

While clearly a superficial, external item, fashionable clothing is not necessarily 
conspicuous. Both in past and in contemporary societies we do find that especially 
among the elites, fashion works through the subtleties of understatement and 
sober sophistication. Both historically and in contemporary societies, the display 
of austerity has been the best way to make oneself visible, sobriety has been used 
as a highly elaborated way of presenting oneself, and demonstrative consumption 
occurs through the subtlest understatement or even staged carelessness – just think 
of the black severity of Dutch merchants in the sixteenth century or of the late 1990s 
minimal chic of Italian fashion such as Armani or Prada (Steele, 2003). And, note 
that surface is still, possibly more, central as a category to define the kind of body 
project which is accomplished by fashion in such cases: it is the game of conspicuous 
invisibility that clothes are playing.

Modern consumers express and narrate themselves through clothing, and have to 
display a remarkable capacity to reflect on how they do present their bodies through 
fashion. This may be quite risky and it often requires the capacity to make choices 
which are – and must be – increasingly interpreted as personal and original. In 
doing so, consumers face the fashion industry, a complex set of institutions where 
consumption, production, distribution and representation intersect (Crane, 2000; 
Kawamura, 2004) and which is devoted to influencing consumers’ choices. Herbert 
Blumer (1969) was amongst the first authors to underline the importance of the fashion 
industry and its mediating role in the mechanism of the trickling down of novelties 
from higher to lower social strata. According to Blumer, a style becomes fashion 
not when the privileged groups wear it, but when it corresponds to the ‘incipient 
taste of the fashion consuming public’. A ‘wish to be in fashion, to be abreast of 
what has good standing, to express new tastes which are emerging in a changing 
world’ (ibid., 281) is important in contemporary societies, and it precisely matches 
the diffusion among larger social strata of reflexive fashion projects that go beyond 
class and stress individuality. The privileged classes can influence the direction of 
taste but they cannot control it; furthermore, what is fashionable is also the product 
of selective choices made by what Pierre Bourdieu called ‘cultural intermediaries’ – 
from stylists to fashion journalists and up to stockists and shop-keepers (Bourdieu 
and Delsaut, 1975). Cool-hunting among marginal social groupings is also crucial. 
Thus, fashion not only trickles down from the higher social groups to the lower social 
strata, it also trickles up. Contemporary consumer capitalism provides plenty of such 
examples. Weak social groups, far from adopting purely imitative strategies, tend to 
develop fashions which can be considered genuine and original. Even the so-called 
‘street-styles’ often end up being adopted far outside these social circles (Polhemus, 
1994). This was the case with punk styles and the piercing that the first punks adopted 
with clearly transgressive intents, using everyday objects (safety-pins for instance) 
and transforming them into decorations which appeared unattractive to those outside 
the group (Hebdige, 1979). More broadly, consumers from all venues contribute to 
the ongoing negotiation of the fashion code, responding both to the fashion industry 
and to wider cultural circumstances. Lise Skov’s (2005) research on the return of 
the fur coat shows, for example, that the renewed fashion for furs in recent years has 
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been the result of combined changes in production, distribution and consumption, 
partly in response to animal welfare protests. Changes in the production of furs (from 
wild to farmed) and in their marketing (increased use of promotional techniques), in 
the manufacture of fur garments (from craft to ready-to-wear) and their distribution 
(from specialized shops to fashion boutiques), and in consumers’ outlook (a new 
generation of women exploring new images of femininity) have contributed to  
re-position the fur coat. Now furs may be coded as a young, sexy and rebellious fashion 
statement for the assertive woman in her thirties as opposed to a life investment for 
the middle-aged, middle-class traditional woman.

If Bourdieu himself (1984) considered the role of clothing as a way through 
which, in fashioning their bodies, elites secure their positions of power, increased 
cultural de-classification, globalization and the dominance of pop fashion leaders 
has made gender more relevant in the literature (Crane, 2000; Entwistle, 2000; 
Tseëlon, 1995; Wilson, 1985). Indeed, classical sociologists such as Simmel 
and Veblen were very aware of this. For Simmel fashion was ‘the valve through  
which a woman’s craving for some measure of conspicuousness and individual 
prominence finds vent, when its satisfaction is denied her in other fields’ (Simmel, 
1971 [1904, 309]). For Veblen (1899) women of the upper middle classes became a  
‘subsidiary leisure class’, whose delicate office was the performance of ‘vicarious’ 
leisure and consumption, especially around their bodies, in the name of the 
household and his male head. It is no coincidence that one of the rhetorical 
critiques used to stigmatize consumer society associated fashion with the feminine, 
intended as superficiality and effeminacy, using this to denounce the risks run by 
traditionally masculine civic virtues. Yet, as modernity proceeds, fashion stresses 
different forms of femininity and masculinity.

Indeed, fashion specifies the peculiarity and social specificity of the subject that 
adopts it. So, when at the end of the nineteenth century women often from the suf-
frage movement started to wear Bloomers, they used them both to ride bicycles and to 
make a statement about their right to full citizenship. They were exploring new ways 
of being feminine while not wanting to be men; they rather used the fashioned body 
to signal their being women entitled to certain liberties (Finnegan, 1999). Much later, 
especially in the last three decades of the twentieth century, working women have 
used male dress codes to appropriate those expressive qualities normally attributed 
to men and to become accepted as competent work colleagues. This has required 
a complex negotiation of male and female connotations: the selective adoption of 
male codes which convey authoritative images at work, so-called power dressing, 
has been a way in which women have eased their access to professional environ-
ments maintaining some femininity but also restricting sexual connotations. The 
structured jacket in somber colors is thus combined with skirts and high-heels, creat-
ing an unstable hybrid between masculine connotations (authority/detachedness) and 
feminine ones (sexuality/emotiveness) which women are sometimes able to work in 
their favor, but which force them to be constantly more self-aware than their male 
colleagues (Entwistle, 2000). As Tseëlon (1995) points out, the ‘paradox of modesty’ 
in the Western ideology of femininity asks women not to give the wrong sexual sig-
nals with their dress, but at the same time not to be fully desexualized: the woman is 
constructed as seduction, and is punished for it.
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Clothes have ambivalent potential for gender: they disguise or enhance sensuality, 
they de-sexualize parts of the body or re-sexualize ordinary items such as jeans 
(Sassatelli, 2011). The ambivalence of fashion for women has been a feature of 
scholarly research in the last few decades. Spending time in preparing oneself, in 
choosing the right dress among the plethora of styles which are available for women, 
may be a way to distract women from where real business takes place, yet, conversely, 
it may also provide specific forms of pleasure and self-identification. Susan Bordo 
(1993) for example has notably been wary of the role of fashion for women, 
maintaining that at work women mix male dress with female accessories to recall their 
decorative role and to appear as less dangerous in the career market. Elisabeth Wilson 
in her celebrated Adorned in Dreams (1985), more clearly embraces ambivalence 
by considering that dress can also be a source of rebellion and a catalyst, as we 
have seen, for reformist groups, including feminists (see also Evans and Thornton, 
1989; Nava, 1991). However, feminist research insists that the burden of the body 
is heavier on women: new forms of sexism are seen as bourgeoning when young 
women claim their commoditized, eroticized bodies as capital to gain the favors of 
otherwise powerful men. (These attitudes may be seen as a populist, post-feminist 
reaction to what feminist scholar Sandra Bartky (1990) called the ‘fashion-beauty 
complex’, suggesting that production, marketing, retail and information companies 
work together to regulate feminine identity). Thus, pressure to conform to gender 
ideals goes beyond just advertisements. Department stores, for example, are spatially 
segregated by gender, clearly defining which items should be purchased for men and 
for women. For Bartky, the fact that it is women who suffer and spend more time, 
effort and thought in conforming to body ideals that are ever more elusive suggests 
that they support the fashion-beauty complex and ensure the financial success of the 
beauty industry (Peiss, 1998). Aesthetic labour is performed not only by consumers 
but also by workers, along gender lines, in the fashion industry (Mears, 2014).

All in all, fashion and dressing practices appear as a terrain of gender negotiation 
(Woodward, 2007), and this is true also for men. Some studies, including those by Frank 
Mort (1996) and Sean Nixon (1996), have shown that traditional masculine identity is 
constantly engaged and challenged by ‘superfluous’ and ‘frivolous’ commodities, by 
shopping as entertainment and by visual codes that cross genders. Indeed, the model 
of the ‘female’ ‘glossy’ magazine, covering consumption, health and beauty, which 
had a key role in linking femininity with luxury consumption, has now been extended 
to the male public, as the success of magazines like ‘Men’s Health’ demonstrates. 
Heterosexuality is privileged and largely expected within many consumer spheres, 
but lesbian, gay and bisexual sexualities are also increasingly influential in the 
commercialization process of fashion items as well as other commodities, as well as 
influenced by it (Chasin, 2000). ‘Metrosexual’ became a new buzzword over a decade 
ago, describing urban, fashion-conscious men who are not afraid to express an interest 
in fashion or beauty, areas typically thought of as the preserve of women and gay 
men. Still, the multiplicity of gender coding, and even the cultural valorizing of queer 
identities in fashion magazines, advertising and popular culture does not translate into 
equality of choice. For example, while there is a proliferation of cultural imagery of 
sexuality and femininity and while women can now choose among a variety of styles 
from which to perform their version of these, the burden faced is one of ‘having it 
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all’, whereby having it all, a good career, good sex and a nice family, becomes an 
imperative rather than an option and requires the capacity to continuously re-position 
oneself against gender coding (McRobbie, 2004).

There is evidence, thus, that binary gender coding is still dominant. Even when we 
consider fairly casual, ordinary and apparently unisex fashion items such as jeans, 
sexualization along dichotomous lines is very evident. Empirical research shows that 
jeans are indeed a heavily sexualized item, often deemed the ‘sexiest of all’ especially 
for women. These dynamics are quite heavily gendered: jeans minimize defects and 
stress appreciated body parts, but men are more concerned with expressing bulk and 
strength, while women with concealment and containment. Women’s concern with 
concealment is turned upside down once a woman feels her favorite jeans have helped 
her to achieve the appropriate curvy slenderness and she willingly deploys them as a 
seduction device. In a move which grants women agency only within the terms of an 
eroticized male gaze, the successful deployment of seduction is the ultimate guaran-
tee that an appropriately feminine figure in jeans has been achieved. Femininity itself 
is revealed as the ability to create a sexualized image that draws the gaze to one’s 
own body (Sassatelli, 2011a). Holliday (2001) on her part shows that the careful use 
of clothing and fashion items to shape quite differentiated and context-specific body 
projects in a variety of situations is a feature of the queer self, whose reflexivity about 
self-presentation appears to be comparatively high. Other dimensions such as aging 
also greatly influence how reflexivity, body projects, clothing and fashionable items 
are intertwined. As Twigg (2007) suggests, the effacement of the aging body through 
an effacement of one’s own participation in fashion is now counteracted by new ways 
of aging which put at a premium continuous body maintenance and even the sexuali-
zation of the aging body. The same can be said of ways of clothing that may appear 
unattractive to the Western eye. The phenomenon of Islamic fashion (Gökariksel and 
McLarney, 2010) where brands such as Dolce and Gabbana get along with religious 
prescription as to what to cover of a woman’s body and make it into a fashion state-
ment with powerful sexual innuendos has become widely debated both within and 
without the fashion system, in the global West and beyond.

CosmeTiC surgery

At the beginning of the twentieth century, in Western societies, an emerging branch of 
medicine began to spread in public discourse, especially in periodic magazines 
addressed to middle- and upper-class women: cosmetic surgery. This term commonly 
refers to a set of procedures aimed at beautifying the appearance of a healthy body. 
Differently from reconstructive surgery, it is not implicated in repairing the functional-
ity of body parts and correcting defects due to birth disorders, trauma, burns, or disease, 
but its aim is to enhance the aesthetic features according to cultural standards.

As Haiken (1997) and Sullivan (2001) highlight, cosmetic surgery was one of 
the first medical disciplines to be advertised and commercialized. Throughout the 
twentieth century, plastic surgeons worked quite aggressively to enter aesthetic 
surgical interventions into common imagery and beauty practices with strong 
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reliance on advertisements and the popular press. Their success was built on cultural 
changes that occurred at the turn of the century in urban, industrialized Western 
societies. First came the emergence of a beauty business and cosmetic industry, 
with its cultural imagery of modern femininity, sustained by the growing belief that 
individuality was a purchasable style. In the rising consumer context, consumption 
and body discipline became meaningful ways to perform identity. The use of 
cosmetics, as with other beauty facilities, gradually became the salient marker of 
new social identities. A commercial culture of ‘you-tooism’ democratized beauty, 
suggesting that it could be achieved by all women, if only they used the correct 
products and services. Workplace or leisure activities were presented as occasions 
where young women could perform their femininity through manufactured beauty 
and succeed (Peiss, 1998). The second development was the amelioration of surgical 
procedures – the introduction of successful techniques of anesthesia and disinfection, 
and other technical innovations that allowed the broadening of what constituted a 
medical problem in the domain of appearance (Ghigi, 2009). The third factor was 
the growing importance of the management of first impressions in anonymous 
contexts (such as the metropolis and in the job market) and the idea that happiness 
can be reached through the modification of the body (Gilman, 1999). The spread of 
psychological accounts like Adler’s ‘inferiority complex’ in the first decades of the 
century gave further legitimacy to cosmetic surgery (Haiken, 1997). Many pioneers 
of the beautifying scalpel opened their offices in major cities in the US and Europe, 
and a widespread market of qualified but also non-medical practitioners flourished 
alongside each other.

As for fashion, cosmetic surgery is then somehow coeval with the emergence 
of consumer capitalism and reflects its divergent tendencies: standardization, 
diversification, individualization and change. Even if it was initially performed by 
elites (especially upper-class women and wealthy racial minorities), it was advertised 
upon the same material supports, developed in similar urban contexts and targeted at 
similar strata of the population as fashion. It developed in Europe and the United 
States, especially among people desiring both to be ‘physically’ integrated into 
the country by standardizing their facial characteristics (Gilman, 1999) and to 
invest in their ‘physical capital’ in an increasingly competitive context of labor and 
personal relations (Davis, 1995). Moreover, it can be interpreted both as the result of 
aggressive marketing by cosmetic surgeons and as a way for the ascending middle 
class to respond to uncertainty in high social mobility societies. In some ways, 
cosmetic surgery is extremely revealing of the notion of body projects in consumer 
culture, as it implies a reflexive narration of the self in a context of ‘image obsessed 
consumerism’ (Fraser, 2003; Sullivan, 2001) and a ‘somatic society’, a society where 
‘major political and personal problems are both problematized within the body and 
expressed through it’ (Turner, 1996, 7).

Today, cosmetic surgery represents an impressive global market. Several billion 
dollars are spent every year on aesthetic procedures all over the world. Surgical pro-
cedures account for about half of the total expenditures, but non-surgical and mini-
invasive procedures (such as injections of botulinum toxin and hyaluronic acid, 
microdermabrasion, chemical peels, etc.) are increasingly relevant. The most popular 
procedures in US are liposuction, breast augmentation, tummy tucks, eyelid surgery, 
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breast lifts and rhinoplasty (ASAPS, 2016), and the list is not very different if we 
take into account global statistics. The United States, Brazil, Japan, South Korea and 
Mexico are the countries where most of these procedures are performed worldwide, 
at an ever-growing rate in the last decades (ISAPS, 2014).

The sociological literature explains this growth by taking into account various 
elements, ranging from the new global economy and its work vulnerabilities (leading 
people to endlessly reinvent and remake themselves in order to improve their life 
prospects), to technological advancements, the medicalization of everyday life, the 
development of a tertiary labor market, a bi-dimensional image-obsessed society, 
and the globalization of beauty standards (Blum, 2003; Elliott, 2008; Fraser, 2003). 
Undoubtedly, this rise works on an old legacy. The quest for white skin and Caucasian 
racial features has existed for centuries in the global South. In the countries colonized 
by Europe or particularly influenced by the US, ‘whiteness’ was presented as an ideal 
of beauty and modernity (Gilman, 1999; Hunter, 2005), but today it is increasingly 
hegemonic and mass-marketed around the globe. Skin bleaching and cosmetic surgery 
are on the rise, particularly among educated, urban women, throughout Africa, Asia 
and Latin America. As Hunter notes (2011), the current merging of new technologies 
with old colonial ideologies has created a context where consumers can purchase 
‘racial capital’ through skin-bleaching creams or cosmetic surgeries:

[I]mages of white beauty do not simply rely on white women with blonde hair and light eyes to 
sell products. Images of white beauty sell much more than beauty ideals or fashions for women 
around the globe. Taken as a whole, images of white beauty sell an entire lifestyle imbued with 
racial meaning. (p. 144)

Interestingly, this notion of lifestyle makes whiteness, modernity, sophistication, 
beauty, power, and wealth converge.

Whatever its driving force, cosmetic surgery has always had middle-aged women 
as the main target of its campaigns and today 90 percent of the clientele are still 
female. Due to this strongly gendered feature, feminist accounts form the majority 
of the sociological explanations. They generally mix a critical account of the way the 
larger social and cultural context informs the choice to undergo a surgical procedure 
with curiosity about what cosmetic surgery means to individuals (Heyes and Jones, 
2009, 7). However, it is possible to divide them roughly into three approaches.

The first and most important speculations on cosmetic surgery were made by 
radical feminist theorists. The main accounts in the 1990s interpreted it within 
the paradigm of male domination and female subordination: cosmetic surgery is a 
dangerous and coercive device of patriarchal control, leading women to conform to 
standardized ideals of youth and beauty and become objects for the male gaze and 
male sexual desire. In contemporary consumer culture, a pro-knife culture convinces 
women that surgical enhancement is a concrete option for psychological survival in 
a world hostile to ugly, obese and aged women (Blum, 2003; Bordo, 1993; Jacobson, 
2000). In the most drastic scenario, the result would be a subject dependent on her 
false-consciousness and inducted needs (Bartky, 1990; Jeffreys, 2005; Morgan, 
1991). This approach can be defined as the prospect of ‘false consciousness’: women, 
who are a dominated group, can only use as such their dominants’ cognitive schemas; 
thinking they embark on beauty treatments for themselves, but in fact they do so for 
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male desire. They think to personalize their bodies by keeping fit, by using make-up 
or by making changes, but in fact they normalize their bodies by adapting them to 
the canons defined by others. The consequence is that a female face and body, if not 
treated, are defective, and this imagery reinforces the lack of confidence and self-
esteem among women. One of the most popular texts of this approach is The Beauty 
Myth (1990). The author, Naomi Wolf, argues that beauty is a strategic weapon 
expressly designed to divert women into an internal competition, thus preventing 
their socio-economic progress, their union, their sense of solidarity and their political 
consciousness. From this perspective, cosmetic surgery represents one of the most 
extreme outcomes of a cultural and social system pressuring women to conform to 
demeaning and disempowering ideas of femininity.

The second approach, on the contrary, conceives of cosmetic surgery and beauty 
enhancement techniques in general as effective ways to invest in one’s own aesthetic 
capital, thus empowering individuals (and women, in particular) in their personal 
interactions and relationships. Research on the benefits of being beautiful conducted 
in evolutionary and social psychology generally show a concordance of aesthetic 
judgments and the importance of beauty in many dimensions of social life (Amadieu, 
2002). Although the power of beauty is normally denied, and parents, teachers, 
recruiters refuse to recognize the impact of the appearance of a child, a student or can-
didate on their evaluations and decisions, much research based on questionnaires and 
judgments pictures show a tendency to discriminate against ugly faces (Maisonneuve 
and Bruchon-Schweitzer, 1999). Comparative and historical studies on the success of 
beautiful individuals in their schooling, in love affairs, friendship relations and work 
also show that aesthetic capital generates other forms of resources, mainly major 
self-confidence (even if cosmetic surgery patients are more likely than others to have 
dysmorphic syndromes and lower rates of body satisfaction). In this light, cosmetic 
surgery is no different from any act of consumption aimed at body enhancement. This 
approach is very critical toward the former, since it sees women as ‘cultural dopes’ 
(Davis, 1995), as sponges that uncritically absorb media messages, which means 
to double discriminate against them. The highly-debated essay by Catherine Hakim 
(2010) on erotic capital can be understood in this second perspective. By introducing 
it next to the other forms of capital studied by Bourdieu (economic, social, cultural 
and symbolic), Hakim defines erotic capital in several dimensions, including beauty. 
The positive effects of the use of this capital are observed in all areas of social life, 
but women are the most supplied with it and can enjoy it more in exchange for the 
economic capital of men. Following this approach, it is entirely rational for them to 
invest their time and energy in increasing it with the scalpel, a fortiori in contempo-
rary society where erotic capital has become more important than ever. Some schol-
ars have also presented cosmetic surgery as a potential strategy for bodily expression 
and a site for staging new identities (Balsamo, 1992).

As the ‘agency vs structure’ debate seems to lead to a theoretical impasse in studies 
of cosmetic surgery, a number of researchers have turned to new empirical approaches, 
paying more attention to the way the meanings of surgery are produced by multiple 
actors and forces, on one hand, and to its ‘discursive framing’, on the other (for an 
account of the debates see Gimlin, 2012; Sanchez Taylor, 2012). More specifically, 
empirical investigations explore situated processes of negotiating the ‘necessity’ of 
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the procedures through observations of doctor–patient face-to-face encounters (Jordan, 
2004; Mirivel, 2007) and individuals’ reflexive accounts, analyzing how language 
and experiences of cosmetic surgery mutually constitute one another (Adams, 2010; 
Atkinson, 2008; Gill et al., 2005; Gimlin, 2001, 2012; Holliday and Cairnie, 2007). 
A third approach to cosmetic surgery has then come to light. Scholars have consid-
ered elective surgery as a matter of choice, but under conditions of constraint (Davis, 
1995; Gillespie, 1996). The research falling into this framework can be connected to 
other accounts giving voice to beauty practitioners in consumer culture (as research on 
beauty salons or gyms customers, beauty magazine readers, participants in beauty con-
tests, etc.; see Gimlin, 2001; Sassatelli, 1999, 2010). The major result of this perspec-
tive is to disentangle the different dimensions of the relationship between beauty and 
power, especially in terms of the effect on individual actors and on social groups. As 
Gagné and McGaughey (2002) observe, cosmetic procedures can be disempowering 
for women as a group, contributing to the stigmatization and medicalization of ugliness 
(Ghigi, 2009) and the representation of femininity as a sort of commodity. At the same 
time, at the individual level, this experience may well be rewarding and enjoyable, 
and represent a useful tool to develop one’s self-esteem and position in social interac-
tions. As Blum observes (2003, 51), ‘beauty culture can be simultaneously coercive 
and liberating’. One of the first examples of analysis adopting this mixed perspective 
is Kathy Davis’s much-quoted research on patients in the Netherlands (Davis, 1995): 
while recognizing cosmetic surgery as an expression of the most dangerous culture of 
Western beauty, Davis does not relegate interviewees to a role of passive sponges of 
aesthetic standards. Allowing them to tell their stories, she shows how they are plunged  
into conflicting tensions: they maintain a critical consciousness of powerful normal-
izing beauty standards while claiming the individual right to feel ‘normal’. As both 
patients and consumers, women work hard to reconnect their new, modified body to 
themselves and to recognize it as ‘their own’ body, as pointed out by Davis (1995) and 
Gimlin (2001). The need to justify their decision allows patients to bring their experi-
ence into a new reflexive narration of themselves, involving their embodied subjectiv-
ity and their personal account of desires, emotions and values.

More recently, a number of studies have broadened all these approaches. In analyz-
ing medical literature, feminist accounts, regulatory discourse and women’s maga-
zines, Fraser highlights distinct patterns in linguistic repertoires producing specific 
subjectivities available to consumers (2003). Other research takes into account men 
resorting to cosmetic surgery, offering new perspectives of the gendered meanings of 
this practice. As men are more and more involved in beauty enhancement practices, 
it has been suggested, the traditional definition of masculinity as ‘unconcern for the 
body’ should be abandoned. The juxtaposition of products with images of power 
and performance, combined with the high visibility and commodification of the 
male body, puts pressures on men to transform their body into an integral element of 
their male identity (Holliday and Cairnie, 2007; Ricciardelli et al., 2010; Rohlinger, 
2002). But permanent surface body modifications such as cosmetic surgery could 
entail a more radical deviation from the meanings of traditional hegemonic mas-
culinity than other goods and services aimed at modifying physical appearance. 
Having a surgical procedure requires performing a number of practices normally 
coded as autonomy-taking (and consequently stigmatized for men in a culture that 
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celebrates self-determination and power as proper masculine qualities), and entails 
admitting to being so unsatisfied with one’s physical appearance as to be willing to 
face risks and pain in order to improve it. In other words, having hair implants or 
eye bags removed could call masculinity into question more so than the purchase 
of perfume, a suit or a moisturizing cream. By highlighting similar contradictions, 
feminist accounts of cosmetic surgery emphasize that cosmetic surgery is still not 
supposed to improve masculinity the way it improves femininity (Atkinson, 2008; 
Davis, 2003). Male cosmetic surgery patients are forced more than women to justify 
their behavior, and this could entail a deeper reflexive process. In a research based on 
interviews with young British men, Gill, Henwood and McLean (2005) explore how 
body projects through a set of body modification practices (including working out in 
a gym, tattooing, piercing and cosmetic surgery) can fit into normative masculinity 
performances. As the authors note, in discussing the appearance of their bodies, the 
interviewees ‘talked less about muscle and flesh and skin than about their own selves 
located within particular social, cultural and moral universes. For them, the body 
was a key vehicle for establishing a sense of individuality and for claiming a place in 
contemporary society’ (p. 57). Interestingly, despite tenacious notions of appropriate 
masculine behavior in relation to the body being regulated and policed by norma-
tive injunctions (specifically, not to be vain, not to become obsessive and not to ‘let 
themselves go’), the men interviewed repeatedly emphasized their independence and 
freedom of choices according to what the authors define a ‘grammar of individual-
ism’. In this case, cosmetic surgery proves to fit better into the definition of a ‘body 
project’ precisely for those people, as men, for whom it is more problematic, forcing 
them to insert their choice as consumers into a reflexive and justificatory account of 
themselves as embodied subjects.

Research has also focused on cosmetic procedures performed among marginalized 
and minority groups. Don Kulick, for example, investigates why Brazilian transgen-
dered prostitutes inject industrial liquid silicone into their bodies, reporting that they 
do it not because they feel themselves to be ‘women’, but because they want to be 
more ‘feminine’ (1997). In a study of Asian American women in the San Francisco 
Bay Area who received plastic surgery, ethnographer Eugenia Kaw finds that patients 
undergo plastic surgery in order to ‘escape persisting racial prejudice that correlates 
their stereotyped genetic physical features (“small, slanty” eyes and a “flat” nose) 
with negative behavioral characteristics, such as passivity, dullness, and a lack of 
sociability’ (1993, 75). Interestingly, by superposing the imagery of ‘modernity’ with 
the idea of ‘activity’ and with Western society, these patients fully interiorize a racial 
ideology which associates Asiatic natural features with dullness, passivity and lack 
of emotion, thus they want to look more ‘alert’ by embodying Caucasian features 
(for a critical interpretation of this analysis, see Heyes and Jones [2009]). Askegaard 
and colleagues (2002) explore Scandinavian women’s accounts of the motivation 
and emotions they experienced when they underwent cosmetic surgery. Resting their 
analysis on Giddens’s body project framework, these authors observe that in patients’ 
rhetoric of choice, cosmetic surgery fully participated in their reflexive construction 
of self-identity, self-determination and self-esteem.

In general, as it involves an effort to intercede in and transform the body, cosmetic 
surgery virtually epitomizes the contemporary body project (Gimlin, 2006): patients 
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accept its costs and physical risks just because they are deeply invested in their physi-
cal appearance. Moreover, research shows that people who have cosmetic surgery do 
so in part because they believe that the surgically altered body will better represent 
characteristics (such as youthfulness, femininity or health) that are central to their 
identity (Davis, 1995; Gimlin, 2001).

body arT

Surface body modification practices are acts of social and cultural body marking 
through mutilations, decoration, modelling or addition. They are forms of symbolic 
body shaping common to all human societies (see Larsen and Patterson, Chapter 12 
this volume). In contemporary consumer societies, some of them are related to daily 
practices of body maintenance (from make-up to hair dying, but also single earlobe 
piercing for women) and are very standardized and widespread in the population, 
requiring minimum reflexivity. Crossley (2005) notes that, in this case, body 
modification is rarely verbalized in terms of ‘choice’ or ‘project’. More radical, 
permanent and intrusive practices aimed at modifying bodily appearance, instead, fit 
better into the notion of ‘body projects’, as far as they ask for justification within 
one’s autobiographical narration. Body art is one of them.

This term commonly indicates a variety of practices, including tattooing, body 
piercing, scarification, branding and permanent cosmetics, all of which have been 
considered deviant behavior in Western societies at a certain point of their history. 
Similarly to fashion and cosmetic surgery, nowadays body art is strictly linked to 
consumer capitalism. Differently from them, although, it has a more fluctuating his-
tory of social and legal acceptance, it is less widely tolerated in its most radical forms, 
and it is more explicitly concerned with the cultural politics of the body and reflexive 
experiences of embodiment – by social researchers who investigate it as well as by 
people who are committed to it as consumers or professionals.

Tattoos and piercing are the most widespread forms of body art in Western socie-
ties. As DeMello (2000) and Inckle (2008) suggest, there’s evidence that tattoos were 
practiced from ancient times all over the world. They made their official entry into 
Europe at the end of the eighteenth century, developed among seafarers, craftsmen, 
criminals and slaves, and had a fluctuating acceptance since then. Some people in 
Britain and continental Europe showed a certain fascination for this ‘exotic’ practice, 
but the majority, along with the dominant values of colonizers, regarded it with hos-
tility as a savage tradition. Gradually, convicts began to mark their bodies themselves 
with tattoos, thus identifying with the marks of a previously compulsory stigma. In 
the late nineteenth century, thanks to the emergence of consumer capitalism and the 
introduction of technological developments which improved the precision of tattoo-
ing equipment, tattoos was used by members of the US and European upper classes 
willing to signal their worldliness and good taste for art (Inckle, 2008, 485). At this 
time the first professional body art studios opened in major cities, such as London and 
New York. But, at the beginning of the twentieth century, the status of body art once 
again slightly decreased; tattooing was reframed as the hallmark of working-class 
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men or internees in penal institutions who used Westernized, patriotic body inscrip-
tions as class-specific, masculine status symbols. It was not until the mid-twentieth 
century onward that body art began a slow, patchy consumerist resurgence, as it rose 
in popularity among dissident youth subcultures in Europe and the United States. As 
Sanders (1989) notes, from that moment body art was established as a deviant practice 
in the public mind as it represented the mark of disaffection from society.

The first subcultures embracing tattoos as membership symbol were bikers, who 
developed an extensive countercultural system based on hypermasculinity, and 
hippies in the late 1960s (DeMello, 2000). But the most notable case was punks, who 
choose not only tattoos but also pierced their noses, ears and cheeks with everyday 
objects, such as safety-pins. They had clearly transgressive intents, transforming 
ordinary items into decorations which appeared unattractive to those outside the 
group (Hebdige, 1979). Their creativity was expressive of the social contradictions 
of Britain at the time, since it dramatized joblessness, poverty and changing moral 
standards through bodily bricolage.

Gradually, other subcultures adopted tattooing and piercing as marks of their par-
ticular status, from heavy-metal followers to skinheads, but also rock stars. Neo-tribal 
and eroticized forms of body piercing, which had been used for decades by gay men, 
along with scarification, branding and corsetry, spread in popularity within gay and 
lesbian SM communities in the late 1980s and 1990s. As Pitts (2003) emphasizes, 
many critical subcultures such as modern primitives and the queer movement (LGBT 
and also BDSM practitioners) have now incorporated radical forms of body art into 
their identities to express their rejection of contemporary Western values, includ-
ing individualism and ecologically destructive aspects of consumer capitalism, in 
favor of symbols of small-scale societies and tribal spirituality. More generally, cur-
rent extreme body modification movements can be conceived as an outgrowth of 
punk culture and feminist, gay liberation and New Age movements. Altogether, these 
resistant cultures had in common the idea that the body is politics, as it is the primary 
site of social control and regulation, but also an arena on which one can stage alterna-
tive, empowering identities (Wojcik, 1995, quoted in Pitts, 2003).

Nevertheless, many scholars agree that body art’s rebellious potential was weak-
ened by the commercialization and commodification of styles typical of consumer 
capitalism. As a matter of fact, from the late 1980s onward, discrete forms of body 
art have been included in mainstream visual culture and, today, body art has become 
a mass-consumer phenomenon and a multi-billion-dollar industry. According to 
DeMello (2000), one US citizen in every five has some form of body art. Even if 
it has been documented across all age groups, now the highest rates of tattoos and 
body piercing are among young adults. Official statistics are unavailable, and quite 
a bit of research has been devoted to estimating the incidence of body art over the 
population. Resting upon a national probability sample of US people aged 18 to 50, 
for instance, Laumann and Derick (2006) report 24% people having tattoos and 14% 
having body piercings; tattooing is equally common in both sexes, but body piercing 
is more common among women. Many studies are conducted by surveying college 
students and indicate that at least one in every four students has some form of body 
art. Just to mention one of them, Mayers and colleagues (2002) report of a prevalence 
of body piercing among half of the university students in New York, and that of 
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tattooing in one in four people. Interestingly, sporty boys were more likely to be tat-
tooed than non-athletes. The authors repeated the survey five years later (Mayers and 
Chiffriller, 2008), reporting no significative changes. Studies on high school pupils 
are rarer, but show an increasing rate of acceptance and interest among younger gen-
erations. A recent survey conducted in the north of Italy on more than four thousand 
students aged 11 to18 years reported about 15 percent of the sample being tattooed 
(Cegolon et al., 2010). The great majority of studies on teens’ body art is conducted 
by psychologists and pediatrics with the purpose of estimating the statistical associa-
tion of body art with risk-taking practices such as alcohol abuse or unhealthy con-
ducts, or with psychological problems. Biolcati Ghigi, Mameli and Passini (2017), 
for instance, show that body dissatisfaction, internalization of media messages and 
pressure to conform to aesthetic ideals influence adolescents’ attitudes toward tattoos 
and piercing.

Piercing and tattooing have thus become a widespread and even normal way of 
marking the body, emerging from marginality and even becoming chic. Adopted 
by famous people within the music industry as well as the world of sport and high 
fashion, made more elegant with the addition of jewels conventionally thought of as 
elegant, spread by piercing studios that are increasingly fashionable and which also 
conform to sanitary regulations, they have lost part of their transgressive character 
and have become, at least in some forms, a widespread, normal practice amongst 
youth of all social classes (Le Breton, 2002). The rapid growth of tattooing and pierc-
ing among mainstream youth cultures is undoubtedly linked to the attraction of mar-
ginal body practices among suburban adolescents in search of elements of (supposed) 
authenticity alternative to dominant values. As Davis points out (1992), the anti-
fashion affront of these rebellious youth subcultures have much more in common 
with middle-class taste than with ethnic minority and marginal groups. Their styles 
smack ‘more of subversion from within than opposition from without’ (p. 184): from 
counterculture anti-fashion to mainstream middle-class fashion it is but a short step. 
But the widespread popularity of body art is also the result of its explicit promotion 
by the music industry and media visual culture, as well as practitioners’ marketing 
and expanded networks (Atkinson, 2004). In Bodies of Inscription, DeMello (2000) 
explains how elite body art professionals, magazine editors and leaders of body art 
consumers have de-emphasized the working-class roots of tattooing in order to make 
it more attractive for the US middle-classes. Her analysis of community publications, 
tattoo conventions, articles in popular magazines and interviews with tattooed people 
and their artists show how professionals have promoted an exotic, primitive flavor 
in tattooing art through an emphasis on non-Western symbols, such as Celtic, tribal 
and Japanese images. This shift encountered middle-class taste celebrating surface 
body modification as spiritual, poetic and self-empowering. Commercialization and 
commodification of body art subsequently emerged in its global dimensions. Siorat 
(2006), for instance, highlights the reintroduction of tattooing in French Polynesia 
since the 1980s, noting that tattooing subsequently became a lucrative aspect of the 
tourist trade.

However, commercialization is an ambiguous process that forces body artists to 
reconsider the meaning of their work. As a result of their history as symbols of devi-
ant subculture, tattooing and piercing have not been fully included into mainstream 



The SAGe hAndbook of ConSumer CulTure308

service professions for a long time; this enabled the tightening of body artists net-
works and specific regulation procedures. As body art became part of mainstream 
consumer culture from the late 1990s, tattooists and piercing artists had to change 
the definition of their work and community. As Maroto (2011) shows, most tattoos 
and piercing providers consider their practice as part of an ‘art world’: a social world 
defined by art, consisting of all people whose activities are necessary to the produc-
tion of those works which are defined, by in-group members and perhaps others, 
as art (Becker, 1982). Their identification as artists comes into collision with com-
mercialization. Consumers once shared specific subcultures, styles and a sense of 
belonging, while what is now a vast and varied clientele does not identify as a com-
munity. When confronted with the increasing size and popularity of their service, 
professional body artists struggle to maintain control over their job by resorting to 
formal and informal strategies, from standardization to social networking, although 
avoiding too strict regulation that they consider incompatible with an artistic field.

In her work on elite tattoo collectors and tattooists, Irwin (2003) explains how 
these people see tattoos as an art form and enjoy collecting artwork on bodies. Elite 
tattoo collectors are ‘a subset of heavily tattooed individuals who desire the best 
art available’ (p. 29), get inspired and craft the concept, while tattoo artists execute 
the already constructed ideas. Both achieve fame and popularity through the public 
display of the body work. Interestingly, Irwin reports how they protect non-tattooed 
areas from public sight because of the embarrassment they would feel in exposing 
patches of plain skin, as it would remind them of the unfinished, unbalanced nature 
of their body suits.

All in all, contemporary non-radical forms of tattooing and piercing seem to be no 
different from various fads that characterized different young generations over the 
course of the twentieth century. Nevertheless, some authors (Randall and Polhemus, 
1996) find that current trends express a new desire for continuity, community and 
a commitment to contrast fragmentation and anonymity. This interpretation is con-
firmed by some qualitative narrative-based and ethnographic works. By analyzing 
how body modifiers welcome the painful aspects of body art, for instance, Sweetman 
(1999) and Le Breton (2002) point out that the bleeding, the pain and the healing of 
the body generates the need for self-attention and heightens the sense of reflexivity. 
People who thus perform body art experience subjectivity ‘to the full’ and produce 
new modes of embodiment by defying normative aesthetics and pushing tolerable 
sufferance to its limits. Pitts (2003) describes the world of extreme body art from  
the viewpoint of cyberpunks, radical queers, leather dykes and modern primitives. 
She notes that their consideration of the body as a limitless frontier of invention and 
self-stylization reflects, consciously or not, the social and political locations of indi-
vidual bodies in the larger social power relations.

Indeed, common to many accounts of elective body modification is the experience 
of taking control over one’s body, of marking identity, of contrasting the body natural 
and the tyranny of habitus. But current commercialization casts doubts on it always 
working this way. Turner (1999) distinguishes the social framing of body art in tra-
ditional societies from postmodern ones, arguing that traditional tribalism, with its 
hot commitments and thick solidarities, produced obligatory markings inscribed in 
rituals which led to the stability of the in-group against outsiders, because ‘they were 
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set within a shared culture of collective meanings’ (p. 39). In postmodern society, in 
contrast, the meaning and motivations behind tattoos become individualistic repre-
sentations of self-expression. Body art is now ‘optional, decorative, impermanent and 
narcissistic’ (p. 42). In consumer society, body marks are playful, superficial, narcis-
sistic attempts to address the alienation of postmodernity.

With a different approach, Sweetman (1999) also posits sharp distinctions between 
contemporary and traditional societies. Tattoos and body piercing are attractive for 
many people because they are permanent and irreversible. In this sense, they should be 
considered differently from other superficial, transitory forms of consumption. They 
are attempts to fix and anchor the self by permanently marking the body. Tattoos, in 
particular, can assist in the construction of a coherent personal narrative being related 
to particular events or periods of life. As one interviewee told Sweetman, ‘tattooing 
has a lot to do with memory’ because the tattoo itself ‘will always remind you of the 
time you had it done’ (p. 69). Of course permanence and visibility can vary, but if the 
integrity, healthiness and attractiveness of the body are praised in consumer culture, 
the disregard and violation of the body through cutting, scarification or branding then 
suggest a challenge to the dominant ideology. According to this approach, body art 
contrasts with more ephemeral forms of body surface modification, since its lack 
of easy reversibility would be indicative of the rejection of the consumer capitalist 
ideology praising social mobility and endless change. Similarly, Atkinson (2003), 
with an ethnographic work on tattoo enthusiasts, explores how they negotiate and 
celebrate their ‘difference’ as it relates to the social stigma attached to body art, and 
suggests that they use their bodies as cultural canvases to protest social constraints.

In any case, even most passionate commentators of body art as a tool of self-
expression disagree with the idea that consumers are totally free to invent the self 
through body modification. As Featherstone (1991) and Pitts (2003) note, for 
instance, body projects themselves are historically produced and can be read only 
within a social system of organization and meaning. Capitalism provides one such 
system, and the way embodied selves are encouraged to be self-transforming are 
informed by consumer culture. Notions of individual self-awareness in contemporary 
body art projects derive from the self-help and pop psychology movement of the 
1960s and 1970s, and the transformation of tattoos into meaningful, intellectual and 
exotic marks is linked to commodification and middle-class dynamics of distinction 
(DeMello, 2000).

All in all, body art has generated a great debate among scholars, similarly to cos-
metic surgery. In some cases, it has been argued that it represents another form of 
denigration of the body or a society-driven pathologization; in some other cases, it 
has been read as a challenge to conventional beauty ideals, often resulting in a shock-
ing look with a subversive potential (Pitts, 2003). Again, studies based on personal 
accounts of people with some form of body art encourage more blurred and nuanced 
conclusions. Instead of revealing personality disorders or psychopathological condi-
tions, these analyses show that body art should be understood as part of a process of 
the expression and reception of meanings through consumption within a postmodern 
cultural context. Authors tend to agree that it can reveal striving for identity, protest 
and cultural defiance, while also accepting that it has become part of the ‘supermar-
ket of style’ (Polhemus, 1994). As Sweetman puts it, even in its pop and fashioned 
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versions, body marking contributes to a coherent and viable sense of self-identity 
through the attention it drives to the body (1999, 53). Accordingly, body art can be 
included among those practices that are fed by (and, in turn, feed) body reflexivity 
and the proliferation of embodied, consistent narratives of the self.

ConClusion

As suggested, high modernity has produced an unprecedented ‘individualization’ of 
the body, in which meanings are privatized and the body becomes a bearer of sym-
bolic value. Coupled with consumer capitalism, we get a particular dualistic situation 
whereby the self becomes responsible for his or her body by drawing on commercial 
services. Given the relevance of performative rationalization and visual culture, it is 
especially the body as a surface which has been invested by consumer culture with 
the power to modify, enhance or maintain one’s own physical endowment towards 
projects capable of constructing and presenting an adequate identity for oneself, and 
for other people and institutional tasks. In this chapter, we have looked at three dif-
ferent areas where body projects are increasingly teased out by consumer culture: 
fashion, plastic surgery and body art. They have largely been researched as useful 
terrains to grasp commercially mediated body projects and show how research on 
body modifications intersects with consumer culture. Still, there are a number of 
practices and examples that we could have chosen to show the way commoditization 
and consumer culture goes well beyond a sharp distinction between surface and 
depth of bodies. To be sure, practices such as physical activity or meditation are very 
often predicated on the idea that what is deep (muscle, soul) needs to be engaged 
directly by the self, in order to obtain real body changes even at the surface level. 
More than this, we may say that our bodies as depth are implicated in consumer 
culture. Indeed, it is as profundity, that our bodies are portrayed as the site of feeling 
and taste, likes and dislikes. Commercially-mediated managing techniques are put at 
work to produce a reflexive widening of consumers’ capacity to feel and want in 
what are considered culturally appropriate ways.

Reinterpreting what Arlie R. Hochschild has shown (2012), projects related to our 
emotions are becoming fundamental. Our capacity to outsource paid care work for 
our family or find a new partner on an online platform with the help of a consultant 
and still retain, in both cases, a feeling of authenticity, commitment and intimacy 
are now among the new commodity frontiers for embodied projectuality. Managing 
emotions, with appropriate ‘emotion work’, working reflexively on oneself, the way 
one communicates through one’s body (voice, eyes, demeanor) is becoming central 
for the middle-class consumer, as it were, indeed, for the upper classes. The commod-
ity frontier is thus expanding through the increased reflexive commercialization of 
services that allow more and more consumers to cultivate their capacities to feel and 
taste, including commodities as diverse as personal life coaching services and wine 
tasting courses. Thus, what we may call the soul boundary is probably also the fron-
tier for future research. Commercialized services which try to bypass the body/mind 
dualism, which address emotions and even the soul, are clearly amongst the most 
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promising frontiers for the commercial spirit. The increasing supply of customized 
and ‘fully aesthetic’ bodily experiences (from resort packages combining cosmetic 
surgery and a beach holiday to Botox parties, from organic ink tattoos to Spas with 
holistic treatments) may well testify to this. In consumer capitalist democracies we 
are obliged to be the source of value (as consumers for the market, as citizens for 
the state), increasingly drawing on our capacity to feel and want (Sassatelli, 2007). 
So, we must want in appropriate ways. We must make a difference, somehow, in a 
world which is increasingly based on the logic of commutability promoted by the 
cash nexus: everything has a price, but price is not why we buy. Mature markets 
need (well-managed) feelings to facilitate exchange relations, but they need (well-
managed) desires to make exchange meaningful in the first place. Future research 
will certainly have to spin around our reflexive need to manage emotions through the 
body, and manage the body through deep emotion work.
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Advertising is a powerful device that helps to shape our understanding of contemporary 
consumer culture, provides information about social identities and acts as an important 
reference point for our own consumption practices. Furthermore, advertisements are 
‘socio-political artefacts’ capable of revealing hegemonic powers (Borgerson & 
Schroeder, 2002: 571). The broader consideration that informs this study is that 
representations are powerful, but equally of importance is the way that scholars talk 
and write about them. Thus, when considering how gender is represented in advertising 
it is important not only to focus on what kind of gender representations are available, 
but also on how they are studied and reported. As such, representations in advertising 
are sources of information, imagination and leisure whose meanings simplify and 
reinforce certain identities, influencing present and future thinking of the self and the 
Other in terms of gender, class and cultures (Borgerson & Schroeder, 2002). Arguably, 
gender in advertising is often presented as natural and ‘common sense’ rather than 
offering contested representations suitable for a reflective understanding of diversities. 
Nevertheless, these representations are imbued with value (Alcof, 1999 in Borgerson 
& Schroeder, 2002) since bodies, roles, practices, collectives and spaces often reflect 
and enact stereotypes and stigmas. One key role of interpretivist consumer research  
is to consider advertising and its reception among consumers. The question shaping 
our analysis is then: What is revealed, and what is left unsaid, through academic 
scholarship about representations of gender in food advertising?
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To answer this question, this chapter critically reviews how interpretive consumer 
research scholars have considered gender representations in food advertising and 
personal branding. We provide a broad reading of the literature about the gendered 
representations of food practices in advertising, highlighting what is known, what is 
unknown and what appears to have been ignored thus far. Our aims consist of provid-
ing ‘a reflexive exploration of our own practices of representation’ (Woolgar, 1988: 
98) via a categorization of the existing literature. By considering the scholarship on 
such gender representations in food advertising, our perspective is one-step removed 
from the advertisements themselves, but is nonetheless still revealing of social pro-
cesses and potential biases and blind-spots.

We begin by engaging in an overview of the main theoretical concepts adopted 
in the relevant literature on food advertising and practices and we proceed by map-
ping the existing scholarship. We do this by highlighting the use of a set of gender 
characters mainly divided into male and female roles in which the family roles of 
mother (the Domestic Juggler) and father (the Breadwinner/the Nurturing Father) are 
dominant. Other female characters have been also individuated including the Yummy 
Goddess and the Hedonic Vamp. Male characters including the Domestic Divo and 
the Wild Bachelor have been identified. Our analysis highlights how academic repre-
sentations reflect the distorted mirror of advertising, highlighting some of the power 
relations entailed in each character.

Our discussion seeks to advance academic understanding of gender representations, 
inviting scholars to account for those elements that make them possible. The first 
element that we focus on is the context, which has a crucial role in determining how 
gendered roles are re-constructed. In particular, we consider the role of collectives – 
such as family – in conditioning the gender identity displayed. The second element 
is the one of practices, understood as the actions, attitudes and displays that mark 
and distinguish certain gendered performances. Finally, we attempt to detect the gaze 
implied in certain representations, and to highlight how the gaze concurs with the 
construction of the gender characters here articulated. We argue that the gaze is always 
present, although often not fully unpacked, not only in the media representations but 
also in the academic scholarship.

an aPPeTiTe For gender

Gender studies have developed substantially in the last century, bringing discussions 
that used to belong to feminist circles into marketing debates (Scott, 1986). Different 
theoretical strands have developed around the definition of gender, but the work of 
West and Zimmermann (1987) and Butler (1990) has been particularly influential in 
marketing studies.

West and Zimmermann (1987) have confuted the assumption that gender is imposed 
on us by nature as a consequence of our biological sex. Instead, they claim gender is 
a way of accounting in the social sphere for individual sex-related categories. Sex-
category markers (a beard, nail polish, etc.) are not enough, per se, to be socially 
accountable for one’s gender: they need interaction. West and Zimmermann (1987) 
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coined the notion of ‘doing gender’ to highlight the activity people engage in to man-
age their gendered enactment according to the sex category they adopt and display. 
Sex and sex-categories are not causally connected but interrelated through the way 
individuals enact them in their ways of doing gender. West and Zimmerman high-
light the role of individual agency in enacting specific ways of doing gender without 
undermining the fact that gendered categories and roles are more the result of a social 
co-constructed negotiation than the outcome of individual qualities. A more critical 
point of view on the role of individual agency is offered by Butler (1990), arguing 
that there is not a pre-existing gendered identity, but that this emerges only via per-
formativity. However, Butler (1990) argues that not all gendered performativities are 
possible: those in which sex and gender are not aligned are considered illegitimate 
and not tolerated. As a result, our performativity tends to replicate the ‘correct’ way 
of ‘doing’ gender, but while we do it, we not only follow a social script, we create 
our own gendered script, conditioned by our bodies and idiosyncratic pleasures and 
conditions. Since Western society is based on the privilege of heterosexual arrange-
ments, femininity and masculinity are the only categorisations socially accepted, and 
any other gender expression tends to be sanctioned (Butler, 1990). Being both empty 
labels that constitute themselves in dialectical terms, rather than as entities per se, 
a thick web of practices and signs is essential to fully pass as a man or a woman in 
mundane social interactions.

Given that gender emerges from practices, food practices become particularly 
relevant as they re-produce gendered scripts multiple times a day, on a range of 
social dimensions spanning from domesticity to public conviviality. Furthermore, 
the symbolic value of food sustains some of these practices. The strongest symbol of 
hegemonic masculinity in food is red meat. The association of hegemonic masculinity 
with meat motivated scholars such as Adams (1990) to think about vegetarianism as 
a form of resistance to patriarchy. In fact, red meat symbolically evokes a traditional 
manhood that is tightly bonded with sexual drive and domination (Adams, 1990; 
Cudworth, 2008; Irvine, 2015; Potts & Parry, 2010; Sobal, 2005). Eating red meat with 
a voracious appetite means to eat like a man (Buerkle, 2009; Newcombe, McCarthy, 
Cronin & McCarthy, 2012).When men associate themselves with vegetables, 
as in the case of vegetarians, they are labelled by discourses usually attributed to 
femininity, such as compassion, weakness and emotionality (Irvine, 2015). On the 
contrary, women are associated with vegetables and sweets, reproducing their role as 
saints or sinners (Calamita, 2014). Vegetables are coded as feminine because they are 
positioned as being in direct opposition to meat. Associated with purity and asexuality, 
they own the qualities that have been historically associated with angelical figures, 
such as the angel of the hearth. Sweets are prominently considered to be female, 
as they are related to the world of pleasure, childhood and sometimes associated 
with a subordinate position compared to ‘proper food’ (James, 1990; Lupton, 1996; 
Mintz, 1985). Eating sweets is a form of weakness that reflects women’s role as 
sinful transgressors (Stevens & Maclaran, 2008). Women’s sweet tooth comes out 
as a double temptation: on one hand it corrupts men’s will power (Parasecoli, 2005), 
on the other it creates expectations regarding women’s choices. Women not only are 
more likely to define themselves as chocolate or sweets consumers, but they are also 
more likely to feel judged while indulging in them (Belk & Costa, 1998; Stevens & 
Maclaran, 2008).
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seTTing The Table, seTTing The rules

The vast majority of consumer studies looking at domestic food practices took inspira-
tion from concepts of doing gender and performativity, showing how laying the table, 
shopping, cooking and dealing with leftovers are enactments of gendered scripts in 
which specific performances are done depending on the roles individuals occupy within 
the family. For instance, when food is a matter of care for others, it is seen as a women’s 
duty (Cairns et al., 2010; Newcombe et al., 2012) and more specifically a duty of moth-
erhood (De Vault, 1991). Domestic labour is often considered primarily to be a wom-
en’s domain (ibid.), even when both partners are working (Miller, 2012), and the 
recurring self-sacrifice and responsibility for everyday chores is internalized as a 
woman’s job (Cappellini & Parsons, 2012; Sassatelli et al., 2015). The domestic, emo-
tional and material burden is sustained because it contributes to women’s gender iden-
tification and recognition: being the caretaker in the kitchen and in the pantry is a 
synonym for being the woman in the house (Carrington, 2013). Furthermore, women’s 
‘labour of love’ has implications for the collective identity of the family, as maternal 
labour in the kitchen has been seen by women themselves as helping the household to 
get together, physically and symbolically (Moisio et al., 2004). While homemade food 
serves as a metonym for a ‘happy’ family (ibid.), in practical terms it is also perceived 
not only as a devotional act but also as a frustrating duty that someone has to do 
(Sassatelli et al., 2015). That someone ends up being a woman most of the time, because 
women’s time is thought to be more elastic and suitable to cope with family needs, and 
the emotional work involved is almost never counted (ibid.; Cappellini et al., 2014).

If the discourse of female self-sacrifice dominates the practice of feeding the fam-
ily, recently, women have gained more legitimization in cooking for pleasure and 
gaining expertise in this area (Cairns et al., 2010). This personal enjoyment, which 
conflicts with the role of devotional caretaker, has been usually reserved for men. In 
fact, husbands and partners tend to cook in a limited, peripheral way (Swenson, 2009), 
choosing special occasions when they can display their skills to others (Cairns et al., 
2010). When faced with everyday cooking, men adopt adjusting strategies, including 
using sexual jokes, to restore their normative masculinity (Deutsch, 2005). However, 
such gendered scripts around food and masculinity are not static, and young single 
men have been found to engage with cooking and to distance themselves from the 
stereotypical bachelor behaviour of the man who doesn’t care about food (Sellaeg & 
Chapman, 2008). Some men do cook for caring purposes, and claim to be satisfied not 
because of the hedonic and self-assuring performance but because of the nurturing 
feeling, drawing elements of self-identification from traditional culinary femininity 
(Szabo, 2013). Furthermore, some fathers and male partners have embraced cooking 
and practices around food as their way of contributing to the division of domestic 
labour without the risk of emasculation (Neuman, Gottzén & Fjellström, 2017).

The biTTer TasTe oF CommerCials

Advertising belongs to reality as much as the practices just listed do, but as a powerful 
and ideological device it shapes our visual landscape (Schroeder & Borgerson, 1998), 
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contributing to our sense-making of the world and confining our imagination under 
the rules of its commercial purpose (Schroeder, 2002). As mentioned in the introduc-
tion, the way gender is depicted in advertising is never neutral, but it represents an 
intervention in our world. When it comes to gender roles, advertising replicates and 
magnifies social inequalities, normative behaviours and related moral sanctioning. 
Food advertising is particularly interesting in this respect, as it often displays extreme 
gender polarization (Calamita, 2014).

A milestone in the study of gender is the visual analysis conducted by Erving 
Goffman (1979), a study now dated in terms of the sources used but still relevant for 
its methodological contributions. Goffman analysed the gender displays in advertis-
ing, and how they set a hierarchy among characters. He noted that when a man deals 
with a woman or a subordinate man, he enacts the same strategies adopted within 
the child–parent relationship: mitigation of distance, coercion and hostility. These 
visual codes detail women’s subordination in a vast array of ways. For example, 
when the scene is set in a kitchen or living room being cleaned, men are represented 
as ‘engaged in no contributing role at all’ or as ‘candidly unreal [so] the competency 
image of real masculinities could be preserved’ (Goffman, 1979: 36). The feminine 
touch, whether it is hetero-directed or concerns the woman’s own body, never grasps 
or firmly holds objects. Women’s hands are caressing, barely touching, making sense 
of their own body as something delicate and fragile. These ritualized expressions 
are advertisers’ inventions which have been perpetuated over time, however they are 
connected symbolically to everyday life situations. Thus, a campaign glimpsed from 
a magazine can make sense to us without more detailed information, allowing us 
to assess whether the representation matches our lived experience. Because of the 
symbolic associations attached, food can contribute to generating gendered meanings 
within advertising, even when not relevant for the story told.

A final remark over gender images should address the role of the Other in 
constructing certain identities. If in practice gender identities are done – and 
undone – through recognition by others (Butler, 2004), the same is true for gender 
representations. These representations often already include a certain gaze, or the eyes 
of the Other legitimizing and co-constructing the gendered image. As with any other 
visual material, advertising images have a ‘way of looking’ inscribed within them that 
is already gendered (Mulvey, 2009) and that allocates the power between the gazer 
and the gazed. The gaze reproduces gender possibilities and expected sexualities, by 
putting the observer in a position of power in relation to the person observed: ‘to gaze 
implies more than to look at – it signifies a psychological relationship of power and 
sexuality in which the gazer dominates the object of the gaze’ (Schroeder & Zwick, 
2004: 30). Because of the ‘lack of reciprocity between the gaze and the gazed-upon’ 
(Morgan, 2011: 93), the gaze usually is turned to women, represented as passive 
objects against self-assertive males. The voyeurism of the male gaze embedded 
in female representation has recently been re-conceptualised, opening up power 
arrangements that have the potential to overcome the antagonism between men as the 
bearer of the look and women as passive recipient of that gaze. Scholars have studied 
women who are practitioners themselves of a fetish gaze (Rose, 2012), men gazing 
over men (Patterson & Elliott, 2002), queer gazes and gazes that belong to non- 
hetero-sexist possibilities (Schroeder & Zwick, 2004). One example is the lesbian 
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gaze implied in fashion advertising targeted at women, where women cultivate the 
fantasy of being at the centre of other women’s desiring looks (Lewis, 1997).

From The domesTiC divo To The hedoniC Consumer:  
maPPing gender rePresenTaTions

The map of gender characters here presented – and summarized in Table 18.1 – 
points out salient points identifiable within scholarship focusing on gender portrayals 
in food advertising. As such, our analysis and the table deriving from it does not look 
directly at the complexity of the advertising industry, but at the mediated look of 
scholarship on the advertising representations of gender and food. The review is 
based on 12 articles of interpretive marketing and consumer research that discuss 
gender representation in food advertising broadcast in Western countries. The arti-
cles have been selected among the papers and proceedings published since 2000 – 
with two exceptions – in Association of Consumer Research (North American and 
European), Journal of Marketing Management, Journal of Advertising, Journal of 
Advertising Research, Marketing Theory, Journal of Consumer Research and 
Consumption Markets & Culture. The selection was based on a specific interest in 
gender categorization in food advertising, but it also includes articles on personal 

Table 18.1 gender types in food advertising

Women Practices Men Practices

Family Domestic 
Juggler

Devoted and Nurturing. Food is a 
metaphor for familial love. She 
never eats

Feeder (Fischer, 2000)
Supermom (Robinson & Hunter, 

2008)

Breadwinner/
Nurturing 
Father

Evolving role, from useless 
to engaged. Food is 
not always emotional 
engagement

Evolving fathers (Marshall & 
Davis, 2014)

Useless fathers (Gentry & 
Harrison, 2010)

Collective Yummy 
Goddess

Seductive and Domestic. Food is her 
personal fulfilment and passion. 
She entertains the audience

Dramatisation of domesticity  
(Hewer & Brownlie, 2009)

Staging the glamour (Stevens, 
Cappellini & Smith, 2015)

Domestic 
Divo

A chef in the kitchen. Food is 
expertise. He advises and 
instructs the audience

Blurring work and leisure 
(Brownlie & Hewer, 2007)

Domestic Divo (Swenson, 
2009)

Alone Hedonic 
Vamp

Sexualised and Indulgent. Food 
is ‘naughty but nice’. She 
undergoes a voyeuristic scrutiny

Carnal femininity (Stevens & 
Maclaran, 2008)

Sexual pleasure (Coleman, 2007)
Madonna/Medusa (Brown, Stevens, 

Maclaran, 1999)
Couple: temptress (Fischer, 2000)

Wild  
Bachelor

Careless and Intentional 
Food is a personal quest 
for pleasure. He doesn’t 
compromise

The Budweiser guy 
(Hirschman, 2016)

Couple: Narcissistic male 
gaze (Schroeder & Zwick, 
2004)
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brands, such as Nigella Lawson and Jamie Oliver, given the intertextual reference 
between the world of entertainment media and advertising. Relevant articles from 
other disciplines have also been used to support the discussion.

The analysis considered three aspects related to the gender observed: collectives, 
practices and gaze. With the term collectives we identified if the main character of the 
advertisement was part of a group and what kind of group that was. The term practices 
refers to the actions and attitudes that scholars isolate in relation to gender. The gaze 
refers to the ‘inscribed look’ identified in the advertisements. Collectives, practices and 
gaze account for the relational nature of gender entailed in interaction as well as in the 
legitimisation granted by the other’s look. As such, we believe that these three aspects 
should also be considered in any visual analysis aimed at identifying gender roles. The 
collectives we observed are three: the family, the character alone and in ‘company’ 
(which means the direct or suggested presence of other subjects in the picture). We 
identified six characters, here labelled according to their most prominent features. 
When portrayed with a family, women are Domestic Jugglers, when alone Hedonic 
Vamp, but in the kitchen cooking for others they become Yummy Goddesses. Men with 
their families range from Breadwinners to Nurturing Fathers, when in a kitchen they 
become Domestic Divos and alone they turn into Wild Bachelors. These characters 
are associated with defining practices that distinguish them from one another, such as 
eating or serving others, or failing to contribute to food-related activities. We suggest 
the use of the gaze as a further layer of analysis. While collectives can easily be detected 
in the studies we suggested, the gaze was made explicit only in some of them. As such, 
the discussion of gaze developed from the categories here presented is a provocative 
elaboration on the existing literature in order to keep refining the way we write and talk 
about gender. We now move on to outline each of the identified categories.

The Domestic Juggler

Domestic Juggler refers to a woman represented with her family, busy cooking, feed-
ing the children, and setting the table for others. At the moment of eating, she is never 
the first to take a bite, as she holds a ‘serving role’ towards the other members of the 
family. The term Domestic Juggler has been previously used in relation to women’s 
juggling lifestyle, defined as ‘time-pressed’ and ‘emotionally demanding’ (Thompson, 
1996: 388). From a family perspective, Robinson and Hunter (2008) underline how 
‘mothers are more likely than fathers to be shown as buying, preparing, or serving 
food items’ (p. 480). In her postmodern analysis, Fischer (2000), addressed how 
mothers are always judged as feeders of their own family, with this expectation so 
strong that mothering is implied whenever a caring action is portrayed, even if the 
other actor is absent.

The Yummy Goddess

Literature on advertising doesn’t directly mention the woman who cooks for indis-
tinct others, but in the world of Nigella Lawson, media, advertising and endorsement 
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interlace enough to have the literature about her participating in this analysis. The 
Yummy Goddess cooks for others, inspired by her own pleasure and passion, reign-
ing over a staged kitchen. Nigella embodies this model as the voluptuous mother 
who cooks while keeping her erotic charge, embodying glamour and vulnerability at 
the same time (Stevens, Cappellini, & Smith, 2015). Not only does she appeal to 
heterosexual male desire, but she owns her own desire – for food. Nigella is a culi-
nary celebrity brand offering enchantment and seduction to both her male and female 
followers (Hewer & Brownlie, 2013), while making the kitchen spectacular in a new 
version of ‘doing domesticity’ (Hewer & Brownlie, 2009). She represents a privi-
leged woman, whose glamour has survived motherhood and whose success is highly 
individualized.

The Hedonic Vamp

When describing hedonic consumption, Hirschmann and Holbrook (1982) meant 
‘those facets of consumer behaviour that relate to the multisensory, fantasy and emotive 
aspects of one’s experience with products’ (Hirschmann & Holbrook, 1982: 92). They 
suggested a clear demarcation from rationally driven consumption. Hedonic consump-
tion is not based on ‘what consumers know reality is but on what they would love 
reality to be’ (Holbrook & Hirschmann, 1982: 94). This means that consumers engage 
with projective fantasies, fantasies that contribute to the consumption experience. 
Building upon hedonic consumption theory, Stevens & Maclaran (2008) have explored 
chocolate advertising, looking at what kind of femininity is associated with sweets. The 
authors isolated a femininity associated with body, temptation and (sexual) desire, that 
they defined as ‘carnal’. Carnal femininity oscillates between the erotic, the carni-
valesque and the pornographic, and it is linked to products, such as chocolate or body 
lotions, that promise pleasurable experiences. The consumption of these products is 
enjoyed as a private moment, even if the privacy is clearly fictional due to the voyeur-
istic male gaze implied in the advertisements. Portrayed through this gaze, Hedonic 
Vamps are overwhelmed by the enjoyment of food, as if surprised or seen in a private 
moment, letting desserts do that ‘personal service’ (Coleman, 2007: 175) they are 
advertised for. Thanks to the ‘porn codes’ (Stevens & Ostberg, 2011) used to represent 
these female characters, their appreciation for food recalls sexual pleasure, transform-
ing the subject of the advertisement into a sexual object. However, Coleman (2007) 
points out that ‘food is not always a metaphor for sex, but rather sometimes is depicted 
as being an erotic experience in and of itself’ (p. 176). This discourse on female weak-
ness enforces the ‘naughty but nice’ rhetoric (Stevens & Maclaran, 2008) of chocolate 
and sweet advertising. As emerging from the analysis of Coleman (2007) and Fisher 
(2000), the Hedonic Vamp keeps her attitude also when in a romantic couple.

The Breadwinner/Nurturing Father

This category represents men with their family, whose attitude towards domestic 
chores has evolved significantly since the second half of the last century (Marshall & 
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Davis, 2014; Stevens & Ostberg, 2011). The breadwinner is often portrayed with no 
emotional engagement in the domestic sphere in general and even less in the food 
one in particular (Gentry & Harrison, 2010). Illustrating the persistence of traditional 
gender roles, scholars have argued that fathers and children are consistently being 
waited on within television commercials and that ‘the father baking cookies is 
literally 1 in 1000’ (Kaufman, 1999: 456). Gradually, things are changing in food 
advertising; fathers are shown with feelings, as caring partners and as having ‘softer’ 
masculinities (Marshall & Davis, 2014). These nurturing fathers, however, embody 
this caring role with some compromises. Progressive masculinities are portrayed as 
fit, white and often middle class, the last bastion of dominant masculinity (Marshall 
& Davis, 2014). Caring ‘Splenda daddies’ show love and commitment but only 
outside the kitchen (Robinson & Hunter, 2008).

The Domestic Divo

Men are represented in the kitchen cooking for others, but when they do they tend to 
be celebrity endorsers or domestic maestros. The kitchen is appropriated by these 
chefs, who affirm a ‘very masculine style of cooking’ (Brownlie & Hewer, 2007: 
247) that oscillates between male informality and rolled-up sleeves, hard-working 
masculinity. Marketing overlooks this category in terms of advertising, but Jamie 
Oliver’s visual communication highlights some aspects of men cooking for others. 
In his media presentation, women are largely left out and the focus is on Jamie’s 
cooking for ‘others’ or his camaraderie in the kitchen, through which he presents the 
rhetoric claim that:

it may be necessary to reclaim this space, to render it inclusive, for the performance of new forms 
of masculine communion, dependency and intimacy. In this manner the kitchen and its traditional 
associations with domesticity, sociability, nurturing, nourishment and motherhood is visualised as 
somewhere masculine men can be at ease. (Brownlie & Hewer, 2007: 241)

The term ‘Domestic Divo’ was coined by Swenson (2009) to define male celebrities 
in the kitchen, where chefs are literally borrowed to show off, instruct and sometimes 
scold everyday women who are seen as lacking skills and ideas on what to cook.

Wild Bachelor

The last male figure is represented by a single man whose appetite cannot be satis-
fied in the domestic sphere. He is also ‘the Budweiser guy’, whose presence is 
largely detected in alcohol ads. These single men enjoy food or beverages as an 
expression of their own taste, and they have the right as well as the means to pursue 
their own narcissistic pleasure (Schroeder & Zwick, 2004). The Wild Bachelor is 
also the man whose appetites, including sensual ones, cannot be satisfied within 
the domestic environment and kinship. Outside the marketing literature, we find 
the Bachelor as the protagonist of burger advertising, marked by an untamed 
hunger for meat, unable to make do with small portions, displaying a primitive 
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virility that needs to break loose from social (and feminine) constrictions (Buerkle, 
2009). The self-appreciative gaze embedded in the Wild Bachelor portrays the 
same self-centred attitude even when the character is in a couple (Schroeder & 
Zwick, 2004).

disCussion

This review mapped female and male characters emerging in interpretive research in 
food advertising. These sometimes show a transition within different gender models, 
in the case of the breadwinner slowly turning into a caring father. The point of this 
review is not to monitor what happens in the advertising industry but how the 
existing literature talks about it. Thus, attention should be paid not only to what is 
said but also to what is silenced. By concealing the conditions that make certain 
gender representations possible and plausible in advertising, and the context in which 
such representation take place, scholars run the risk of talking about gender as if it is 
a de-contextualized category. Another problematic aspect is the silence over the fact 
that advertising generally portrays white and middle-class characters, whose gender 
performances are then considered universal. Not only does this omission prevent any 
focus on the intersectionality among gender, class and ethnicity in emerging social 
identities, but it also obscures the avenues that the advertising industry is exploring 
in real life in representing different classes, ethnicities and genders. This consideration 
brings our attention to the relationship between the literature on advertising, the 
literature on practices and industry. In fact, we observed that the literature on 
advertising is mirroring the available scholarship around food and gender practices, 
even beyond the marketing field. What is missing from academic literature, though, 
is a closer look at which gender roles are actually used in today’s advertising 
industry, especially those that defy the expected arrangements of gender or kinship. 
As a result, there is no update on how current adverts are trying to accommodate a 
plurality of gender identities and relations, from queer individuals to multi-racial 
families to single parents. We suggest three elements to be considered for an 
improved methodical analysis of gender performances: the collectives, the practices 
and the gaze. By applying them to the sample of existing scholarship, we aim to 
provide further elements on gender portrayals and how effective literature is in 
accounting for it.

Collectives

In the literature explored, the reproductive family is the ideal, if not the only possible 
collective to eat together. Collectivities help provide an understanding of the impor-
tance of their absence: family meals are the least common type of eating situation in 
food advertising broadcast to children (Roberts & Pettigrew, 2007). But families are 
not the only collective possible: friendship, co-housing, couples, co-workers are all 
collectives where people often consume food but that seems not to be registered in 
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the literature. In particular, friends or housemates eating together, especially among 
female characters, has not been documented.

When talking about gender, the matter has often been assimilated to a two-sided 
coin, accounting only for the extreme polarities of the heterosexual spectrum, a 
spectrum where ‘real men’ don’t cook (Parasecoli, 2005). This absence can be 
explained by the fact that few advertisements actually target non-normative domes-
ticities and genders. In the articles here observed, gender is often portrayed as an 
essential quality, obscuring the visual clues and the gestures that define these gen-
ders in relation to others. The collective that surrounds the subject emerges as a 
condition of gender performativity: a woman can eat first only if alone, without 
a family and under the condition of becoming attractive to someone else. If with 
her family, a woman has only the model of the Domestic Juggler, who sacrifices 
her desires to satisfy her loved ones. If alone at home, that same woman can add 
a seductive twist to her domestic chores and become a Yummy Goddess, staging 
her passion for the benefit of others. Often well-groomed and put together, regard-
less their hectic lifestyle, the Domestic Jugglers – and to some extent the Yummy 
Goddesses – are offered as an ideal version to other women involved in the same 
multi-tasking effort.

Practices

When defining genders, few scholars take the time to isolate what elements 
distinguish a certain gender identity. While it is easy to notice how Domestic Jugglers 
never take the first bite when with their families, little mention is dedicated to any 
other practice she is recognisable for besides serving and attending to her family. 
Nevertheless, it would be useful to reinstate Goffman’s (1979) dedication to details in 
visual analysis. This scrupulous account of practices and display would allow 
commentators to draw chronological comparisons in gender portrayals, but also help 
to determine what make certain characters so distinguishable. For instance, Gentry 
and Harrison (2010) describe the ‘horse’s ass’ – the useless father at home – but they 
do not systematize the practices mentioned, nor account for what he actually does. 
The focus appears to be more on what he does not do: ‘If it is his “turn” to cook meals 
for the family, they know what to expect, i.e. take-out, delivery, or drive-through  
(p. 88)’. Still, the articles studied call attention to certain patterns. First, on the micro-
level, certain gestures mark the characters. The masculine smirk in front of a burger 
(Buerkle, 2009) is the same as that which graces the face of the male protagonist in 
the article by Schroeder and Zwick (2004), and appears equivalent to the expression 
that George Clooney sports in Nespresso advertising. If analysed on the macro-level, 
we can see how the same practices can lead to different gender roles across the 
collectives. A man cooking for his daughter embodies a markedly different 
masculinity than the chef who instructs an admiring audience. A lady spoon-feeding 
her man with seductive intentions (Fischer, 2000) appears to have little in common 
with the woman who feeds her husband by putting a plate on the table. Clearly, 
reporting the visual clues that substantiate a given practice (such as feeding) would 
help to better characterize genders.
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Gaze

The literature openly acknowledges the gaze only concerning the Hedonic Vamp and 
the Wild Bachelor, highlighting how the predominantly male gaze positions them in 
the heteronormative spectrum. The systematic use of gaze in visual analysis can be 
used to reveal the relations embedded in advertising images. In fact, few of the arti-
cles selected mentioned the gaze, this has often been inferred from the articles rather 
than articulated in them. The focus on gaze is motivated by a feminist agenda that 
explores what conditions make certain representations possible, and what power 
relations are presented to the viewer. Instead of gaze, literature tends to focus on the 
audience, gaze does not overlap with the expected audience nor with the look. The 
gaze does not overlap with the audience because it is constitutive of the image, not 
of its interpretation. Keeping the male gaze as an example, Kaplan (1983) claimed 
that the look is not essentially male, ‘but to own and activate the gaze, given our 
language and the structure of the consciousness, is to be in the “masculine” position’ 
(p. 13). That is why the male gaze can be activated even in female-targeted images, 
and offered as a pre-determined form of interpretation of the image that the audience 
is invited to adopt. As such, the gaze can be redeployed by the audience, who might 
end up resisting this pre-conceived interpretation. Research shows that consumers do 
not associate with the assumed gaze when faced with a representation that does not 
mirror their cultural and day-to-day experience of consumption (Borgerson et  al., 
2006; Stevens et al., 2003).

The regulatory power of the male gaze is clear in romantic portrayals: when in 
a couple, the characters show the same gender traits of their gender of single – or 
‘alone’ – characters (Fischer, 2000; Schroeder & Zwick, 2004). This could be justi-
fied in two ways. The first is that, in the game of seduction, genders are represented 
before the moment of giving in to the other, and therefore are still single. The second 
is that the gaze detected is consistently male: she is always a temptress and he is 
always a predator because they are inscribed in the image by the same power relations 
and expectations that define the Hedonic Vamp and the Wild Bachelor. However, the 
male gaze is not the only one present. The Domestic Juggler implies a feminine gaze 
that confers a normative power to this character: the model offered is already aligned 
with a social order that prescribes what a good mother should be, and that is enforced 
by other women’s surveillance. Other categories are at the centre of multiple gazes, 
such as the Yummy Goddess. Because of the entertainment world she belongs to, 
the Yummy Goddess is tailored for heterosexual desire, but at the same time she is 
showing her glamour and confidence to women who enact their ‘homey self’ (Cronin 
et al., 2014). Along the same lines, the Domestic Divo embodies a male gaze that 
grants him a ‘recognizable masculinity’ (Hollows, 2003), but his status as ‘unofficial 
expert’ implicitly demands the legitimization of more gazes, such as the ‘foodie’.

While some gazes are obvious, others are difficult to detect, as if the image was 
built upon a strategic ambiguity. An example is the familial gaze, which allows peo-
ple to read their own family members into the portrayal, but also to identify with fam-
ily practices more broadly (Morgan, 2011). In light of changes in domesticities, such 
as the presence of egalitarian ideologies if not practices (Miller, 2012) ambiguity is 
a way to account for and include different family and gender arrangements without 
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openly representing them (Robinson & Hunter, 2008; Roseneil & Budgeon, 2004; 
Weeks, 2009). At a time when a family eating together is not speaking to consumers 
the same way it used to, ambiguity is a transitional strategy that demands no subver-
sion of traditional gender roles. Thus, ambiguous gazes accommodate more inclusive 
readings of the advertising image. However, keeping an analytical focus on gaze 
allows us to monitor if and how gender clues are changing, alone or in collectives. An 
example would be to see how the familial gaze is adapted to a proliferation of differ-
ent family arrangements, considering that the visual clues for family can be highly 
subjective (Borgerson et al., 2006).

Finally, we should remember that gazes not only differ according to gender, but 
also in terms of class, desires, experiences, ethnicity and family roles. For instance, 
the well-off Yummy Goddess appears to invoke a complicit middle-class gaze. 
However, not all of the gazes are equally represented. Advertising is a genre of per-
fection, where flawed or problematic portrayals rarely appear unless normalized and 
perfected, and where ‘some identities are systematically excluded from marketing 
images, while others are represented in ethically problematic ways’ (Schroeder & 
Borgerson, 2005: 585). Since minorities in terms of class, gender and ethnicity are 
not only excluded from representation but by implication less likely to be consumers 
of advertising, it should not be surprising that certain gazes – such as queer ones – are 
not explicitly considered in the advertising literature.

ConClusion

When seeking to understand contemporary consumer culture, the way in which 
advertising represents social identities and social practices remain important areas to 
consider. This chapter has focused on what is said and what is left unsaid within 
scholarship about gender representations in food advertising. Through the 
identification of gendered characters, we wanted to highlight how gender stereotypes 
are re-produced via images. However, gender representations are not only about 
consolidated stereotypes, but also concern the evolving visual clues that are used to 
signal masculinities or femininities, and specific practices and values attached to 
different gender roles.

The evolution of visual clues has also brought out a certain ambiguity, justi-
fied by the effort of the industry to accommodate consumers’ experiences without 
overturning or expanding the fixed roles of the characters here presented. In other 
words, ambiguous representations broaden their possible interpretations – therefore 
appearing more in tune with current gendered debates – while keeping conservative 
elements.

We argue that analysing the practices that make gender types recognizable and 
engaging more explicitly with the gaze offers more possibilities for countering 
stereotyping and blind-spots in the advertising industry as well as in academic 
debates. At the same time, the invitation to focus on interactions instead of normative 
structures (family/couple) would allow research to grasp how the advertising industry 
is adapting to the current changes in food practices and domesticities.
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Biopolitical Marketing and 
Technologies of Enclosure

Det lev  Zwick and Jan ice  Denegr i -Knott

inTroduCTion

Recently, there has been a lot of talk about consumer empowerment through new 
information and communication technologies. Corporate captains of marketing, 
Wired Magazine’s neolibertarian techno-utopians, marketing consultants of the digi-
tal economy and many marketing academics agree that we all have more choices, 
more information, more entertainment, more transparency, and lower prices thanks 
to Amazon, Facebook, YouTube, and all the rest. We are liberated from the burdens 
of material ownership, free to access digital objects and services in ways that satisfy 
our needs in highly targeted and efficient ways. The empowerment through technol-
ogy chorus is so loud and cohesive that we generally take the message for granted. 
And in some limited respect, consumers may feel empowered when shopping on 
Amazon.com or in the malls with their iPhones on hand. But let us be very clear 
about the idea of empowerment that is promoted by the cheerleaders of what Jodi 
Dean (2005) calls communicative capitalism. Real empowerment, so much should 
be clear, will never be ‘granted’ to consumers by those in economic (and thus politi-
cal) power. In the final analysis – and putting aside for a moment the fact that even 
empowered consumers are still interpellated first and foremost as subjects of  
consumption – the ideal of the empowered consumer (rational, enlightened, 
informed, restrained, un-manipulable) is completely antithetical to the needs of capi-
tal and the marketing regime within consumer capitalism. Therefore, any call for 
actual consumer empowerment would automatically be a radical demand and an 
insurgent claim aimed at undermining and replacing capital’s power to dominate the 
consumer totally. In the end, it is important to recognize that any technology 
employed by marketing today becomes a technology of enclosure (even if never 
completely successful), which permits empowerment only in a version sanction  
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by capital. That is why marketing (and capital more generally [see Lazzarato, 2004]) 
today is biopolitical. It wants to govern life completely while appearing to not  
govern at all.

In this chapter we argue that new technologies in contemporary marketing 
management are best thought of as technologies of enclosure. On the one hand, 
marketing encloses the subject as an individualized and individuated consumer. On 
the other, marketing aims to enclose (i.e. capture, make proprietary, appropriate) 
what is common or collectively produced or cherished by individuals as inalienable 
expressions of personal identity and agency. At the same time that marketing encloses, 
it operates ideologically, although not in the classical Marxist sense of creating a 
false consciousness. Rather, the challenge for marketers is to enclose and capture the 
subject and the common while appearing not to do any of these things. By accepting 
as non-ideological terms such as choice, identity, fulfillment, empowerment, 
enrichment, collaboration, creativity and so on, marketers and consumers alike 
choose to believe, just as anyone sensible would believe, that new techniques and 
technologies of enclosure are really just good marketing practice aimed at value 
creation and delivery, not customer domination and exploitation.

We should remember that an atmosphere of distrust has accompanied the devel-
opment of marketing from the beginning and marketers have long been suspected 
of being professional manipulators, devising salacious techniques and technologies 
with which to incite, manipulate and exploit consumer desire and anxiety. As Packard 
put it fifty years ago, ‘[T]hese depth manipulators are in their operations beneath the 
surface of conscious life, starting to acquire a power of persuasion that is becoming a 
matter of justifiable public scrutiny and concern’ (1957, pp. 9–10). More recent pop-
ular indictments of marketing include Adam Curtis’s documentaries on The Century 
of the Self, Naomi Klein’s No Logo (2000), and the BBC series The Men Who Made 
Us Spend (presented by Jacques Peretti).

Criticism of marketers is compounded by widespread consumer cynicism regarding 
the genuineness of marketing messages (see Gabriel and Lang, 1995). Interestingly, 
the emerging generation of online marketers – typically referred to as digital or social 
media marketers – see marketing’s crisis of legitimacy as directly tied to what it  
considers the corporate, top-down marketing methods devised in the 1970s and 1980s 
and designed to discipline and control consumers. For a new generation of tech-savvy 
marketers, imbued with a solid dose of techno-libertarian ideals of independence and 
a frontier mentality that rejects top-down authority and bureaucracy in favor of self-
organizing systems, radical autonomy and freely collaborative networks, a dramatic 
shift in mindset was needed in the age of participatory media and Big Data. In a 
radical turn propagated, for example, by prominent social media marketing experts 
like Solis (2010) and Stratten (2010), marketing has to be ‘un’-done. The term  
‘un-marketing’ rises to prominence in the consulting literature and offers a reframing 
of marketing that rejects corporate-controlled top-down techniques, and favors 
horizontal, collaborative and participatory customer engagement (Kutcher in Solis, 
2010; Stratten, 2010, 2014). In this context, the idea of online customer communi-
ties gains popularity because it provides a fantasy of restructuring marketplace rela-
tions according to principles of co-creation, sovereignty, equality and sharing. More 
recently, what we call Big Data marketing is framed according to similar registers 
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where data magnetizes consumers and marketers to a shared ethos of the ‘opt-in’ 
economy (Godin, 1999). Big Data marketers – at least in the version propagated by 
Google’s Hal Varian, for example – pose innocuously enough as personal recom-
mendation and consulting agents for consumers who in return for giving up personal 
information receive ever more relevant, valuable and desired information, goods and 
services (Zuboff, 2015). Who would not like such a deal that appears to be based on 
liberal ideals of good intentions on all sides and the equal distribution of costs and 
benefits, even as companies manage communities and customer data not on behalf of 
consumers but on behalf of corporate profit.

In sum, new marketing technologies – from blogs to communities to surveillance-
based collaborative filtering and recommender systems – no matter how invasive, 
ever-present and insidious, have been framed by technology-driven marketers as 
democratizing and equalizing forces reshaping the contemporary marketplace in 
favor of the consumer. Customer and brand communities are happy places of col-
laboration and collective value creation governed by an ethos of mutual respect, shar-
ing and dispersed control. Big Data Marketing, which aspires to intensify consumer 
surveillance and control (Zuboff, 2015), is often presented as part of the contempo-
rary ethos of collaborative ‘in-this-together-ness’ and collective support structures 
between companies and consumers. Marketers are asked to employ Big Data to better 
understand, assist, support and connect with customers; the technology magnetizing 
both exchange parties to a fantasy of better products, better choices, better experi-
ences, better prices, better service and generally happier lives. To live in a world 
where companies strain to innovate and please consumers, all we need to do in return 
is give companies complete access to our personal information. Such a request makes 
sense to a generation of marketing professionals and consumers who have grown up 
with Google, Facebook and Amazon tracking their every move.

In the next section we explore critically new marketing technologies such as online 
customer communities and Big Data, and possession of digital objects as consumer 
lock in. We suggest that these technologies are technologies of biopolitical market-
ing. They aspire to enclose all forms of life for profit. We suggest that marketing 
innovation is now structured according to the imperative of biopolitical marketing: 
the making, valorizing and enclosing of all forms and expressions of life.

online CommuniTy markeTing

We should have no illusions about the new marketers of the social media age, what 
meme hustler Tim O’Reilly (Morozov, 2013) has termed Web 2.0. As these 
‘un-marketers’ replace the disciplinary technologies of marketing with technologies 
of communitarian self-governance, two-way communication and collaboration, new 
contradictions emerge characteristic of communicative capitalism. Specifically,  
even a community of autonomous, creative, collaborative and networked participants 
must be commercially exploited – this is, after all, still marketing’s raison d’être. 
Social media marketers understand this practical challenge of commodifying 
communicatively structured social relations that do not want to be commodified. Or, 
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to put it another way, marketers must enclose the space where production of reproduction 
of the common takes place (Cvijanovic, Vercellone and Fumagalli, 2010; Hardt and 
Negri, 2009). The trick is to privatize without disrupting what Dyer-Witheford 
(2009) calls the circuit of the common, where collectives or associations of people 
‘organise shared, common resources including creativity, machinery and resources 
into productive ensembles that create more commons which in turn provide the basis 
for new associations’.

Mastering the paradox of on the one hand enabling, and enabling sharing of, human 
creativity and cognitive production owned by no one, and on the other exploiting the 
work of the many for the benefit of the few requires the ‘correct marketing mind-
set’. Internet marketing consultant Tamar Weinberg (2009, pp. 52–53) articulates this 
tension in unmistakable terms:

Later, your ‘ulterior motive’ can be communicated (just as long as you continue giving back to 
the community and its members look up to you as a respected contributor), but it’s more 
important to establish yourself as a reputable member who wants to give back to the community 
first. Once you do, you can begin to take, as long as the community is receptive and wants to 
know more about you as a community participant, but you should always keep giving.

There is something revealing about the frantic back and forth between the double 
exhortation to keep giving and making sure to ‘take’. The new technologies of 
marketing render give-and-take immediate and necessary. Weinberg understands that 
marketing must take, but that it must do so without appearing to take (by also giving 
back). There is no cynicism or element of conscious deception at work when new 
marketers talk about the riches to be found in the common spaces of the wild Web 
2.0. Rather, marketers of the digital age really do believe that when the new 
commons of communicative capitalism produce creative and cognitive value it 
belongs to them as much as to anyone else. To extract communicative surplus value 
from the community, marketers must adopt a ‘commun-ist sensibility’ (Zwick and 
Bradshaw, 2016). As actor-cum-social media consultant Ashton Kutcher puts it 
(Solis, 2010, p. ix):

The roles are reversing and individuals and brands have the ability to reach and rouse powerful 
and dedicated communities without ever having to pay for advertising. I’m just part of a bigger 
movement of empowering the people who care enough to change the world. Social media is 
socializing causes and purpose and inciting nothing short of a revolution.

At the heart of this utopian conception of communal marketing is the idea of a 
perfect communion with consumers based on a sincere belief that ‘we all want the 
same thing’. From this vantage point, appropriating for corporate profit the affective, 
communicative and cognitive work of communities is entirely justified, if not 
required if marketers are to hold up their end of the bargain and deliver all the good 
things they promise in return for this appropriation.

A neo-libertarian impulse defines the enthusiasm of Kutcher, Solis and others (see 
e.g. Rubel in Miller, 2008; Downes and Mui, 2000). Consumer community marketing 
is imagined as the logical extension of the cyber-utopian project in which horizontality, 
anti-authority, and bottom-up power facilitate entrepreneurialism, value creation, and 
innovation. Representative of the neo-libertarian narrative is Kevin Kelly’s (2009) 
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enthusiastic announcement of the arrival of a ‘global collectivist society’, which, he 
argued, amounts to a ‘New Socialism’. This socialism is ‘not class warfare. It is not 
anti-American; indeed digital socialism may be the newest American innovation’. 
The irony is that the revolutionary socialism envisioned by Kelly propagates  
both self-organising and entrepreneurial commons and successful privatization  
of the common.

Within the communal ethos of digital socialism, marketing transforms into the 
enactment of consensual partnership with consumers who are no longer controlled 
but invited by the corporation as equals in the joint task of co-creation. Hence, 
practices that control consumers, or absorb them into centralized, technocratic, and 
rationalized structures appear crude, abusive and anachronistic. Instead, under con-
ditions of communicative capitalism, marketing must try to enclose the multitude 
while maintaining the conditions under which the multitude labors cognitively and 
creatively (see e.g. Fournier and Lee, 2009; Schau, et al., 2009; Weinberg, 2009). For 
O’Dwyer, this perspective imagines the web as a ‘virtual communism’; an ‘immate-
rial space that trades in knowledge and culture, at once free from commercial sub-
jugation and conversely capable of exerting influence on the material substrate of 
capital’ (O’Dwyer, 2013, p. 498).

Hence the communism of Web 2.0, as described by Kleiner and Wyrick (2007), is 
one where companies retain ownership of content, while opening up a method of con-
tent creation. The popular narrative of Web 2.0 as a democratizing force that brings 
emancipatory empowerment occludes how, as Stallabrass (2012) relates, peer-to-peer 
systems had previously allowed users to control the frame as well as the content. 
Therefore, Web 2.0 is an enclosure of a commons and not the other way around. It is 
in this context that capital wants to harness this commonist ethos in what are in effect 
privatized spheres (see also Arvidsson and Peitersen, 2013; Beverungen et al., 2013).

The tension that arises from marketers’ pursuit of new modes of commodification 
versus the multitude’s productive value that depends on remaining untouched by the 
institutional logic of marketing becomes acutely visible in the context of participa-
tory media. Social media marketers like Solis and Weinberg warn that the productive 
anarchy of the crowd is a statement against institutions, discipline and commercial 
enclosure. These authors announce that exciting new online activities such as pro-
sumption, peer collaboration, co-creation and crowd sourcing clearly show that con-
sumers do not need – and likely do not want – marketers in the picture. Enclosure 
of the commons for the benefit of the firm therefore requires marketing techniques 
and technologies that recruit consumers into value production in a way that appears 
voluntary and free. Resolving this contradiction becomes the challenge and, in their 
search for innovative ways of commodifying the crowd without antagonism, marketers 
turn towards customer communities.

big daTa markeTing

The customer community is just one example of a technological innovation that is 
motivated by, consciously or not, resolving this contradiction of marketing under 
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communicative capitalism. Database-driven marketing, or what we call here Big 
Data marketing, represents another such technology. The challenge of studying  
Big Data marketing from a cultural and critical theory perspective is to move beyond 
the immediate urge to focus on the technology’s intensification of consumer 
surveillance and control (e.g. Zuboff, 2015) and instead recognize that Big Data is 
fundamentally motivated and sustained by its ability to generate and enclose value 
immanent to consumer life. Thus, while very different in technique and operation, 
Big Data marketing shares with community marketing that it is a technology of 
biopolitical marketing.

Business sociologist Shoshana Zuboff (2015) suggests the term surveillance capi-
talism to describe what she calls the logic of creating, collecting, manipulating and, 
most importantly, valorizing information. She argues, as indeed others have before (e.g. 
Arvidsson, 2005; Lury, 2004; Zwick and Denegri-Knott, 2009), that today the goal of 
many technology companies – in fact, increasingly any company because there is a 
sense that all companies are becoming technology, or at least information companies – 
is not to produce products or services based on some identified customer need. Instead, 
companies aim to build what we could call platforms of co-production where consum-
ers do things they want to do, and for that privilege they either have to pay the platform 
provider a fee or they have to pay in other ways (micro transaction, eyeballs/data that 
can be resold, etc.). If the business model is based on information value, the goal is to 
capture as much information about the users of the platform as possible and then find 
ways to repackage and commodify this information for a buyer.

The hope is that the greater the amount of data that can be collected and analyzed 
the more money can be made. This is one reason why data-monitoring technolo-
gies are so widespread and continue to spread. Taking Google’s chief economist Hal 
Varian’s exposition of Google’s business model, Zuboff develops the notion of sur-
veillance (or Google) capitalism. Varian characterizes Google’s business vision as 
founded on four pillars, the first one speaks directly to the idea of Big Data: ‘More 
data extraction and analysis’. Varian explains how most of the data today is gener-
ated via computer-mediated interactions and how all our interactions with machines 
are recorded and logged for possible mining and analysis. In addition, there is the 
data generated by the Internet of everything. Finally, governments and other non-
commercial bureaucratic agencies and groups collect and store data, which is linked 
to the Internet and can be used for analysis.

Zuboff is correct to point out, as others have before (e.g. Fuchs, 2010, 2012; 
Juergenson, 2010), that data generation, collection and use is based on asymmetrical 
power relations. Google owns us and our future a lot more than we own Google and 
its future (Lanier, 2013). The common response by commentators and analysts such 
as Zuboff to Google’s ‘More data extraction and analysis’ doctrine is to focus on 
Google’s desire for a totally knowable and known world of people, markets, goods 
and services and their flows. From this perspective, Big Data becomes a matter 
of privacy invasion, universal surveillance and neoliberal forms of government. 
However, from the perspective of biopolitical marketing we recognize that Big Data 
becomes a technique of capture, appropriation and enclosure. Surveillance capitalism 
is thus not so much the end of privacy as another expression of marketing’s desire 
to appropriate value from consumers without antagonizing them. The surveillance 
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infrastructure is after all rather passive and the process of marketing based on Big 
Data not always very obvious or intrusive. However, Big Data desires to not only 
know reality but shape it. It is this aspect of Big Data marketing that makes it 
biopolitical and therefore so much more problematic than the analytical registers of 
privacy and surveillance suggest.

On this point, Zuboff’s analysis of surveillance capitalism is instructive because 
Zuboff sees in the continuous experimental marketing interventions the potential 
for what she calls reality mining (see also Zwick and Denegri-Knott, 2009). The 
idea behind reality mining is that with experimentation, researchers, businesses and 
what she somewhat vaguely calls the technological infrastructure can capture what 
people do at all times but also alter behavior, then capture again, then alter again 
and recapture and so on. What is real and what is the outcome of real-time techno-
cybernetic manipulation becomes indistinguishable (see also Elmer, 2004). It is 
through this recursive process that marketing aims to constitute not merely consumer 
subjects and identities but entire modes of being, or as Lazzarato (2004) puts it, entire 
worlds of capital-life.

digiTal Possessions and Consumer enClosure

Marketing technologies of enclosure have morphed into lock-in systems that both 
valorize and operate through consumers’ psychic and financial investment in trans-
forming digital objects into personally meaningful possessions. Within these digital 
enclosures, consumers’ own attempts to incorporate homogenous digital commodities 
into the domain of private possession end up facilitating their own entrapment 
(Molesworth, Watkins and Denegri-Knott, 2016). This enclosure also has the potential 
to amputate consumers from their digital possessions in ways that reduce a digital 
object’s social utility and capacity to help develop and express personal identity. This 
mutation in technologies of enclosure not only diminishes the public domain, as 
already noted (see Benkler, 2000; Lessig, 1999), but also undermines the liberal ideals 
legitimizing enclosing technologies themselves (see Denegri-Knott and Tadajewski, 
2010, 2016). Both classical libertarianism and neo-libertarianism promote the idea that 
private goods are closely linked to our individuality in that the sense of control and 
privacy afforded by them allow us to develop and embody our personality as acts of 
self-actualization and will (Hegel, 1821 in Gauss, 2012; Demsetz, 1967; Munzer, 
1990; Snare, 1972). It follows that it is only fair that those who invest themselves in 
transforming an object should have ownership rights over it (Demsetz, 1967; Munzer, 
1990; Snare, 1972). However, the right to full private property, central to the neo-lib-
ertarian project legitimating high-tech companies’ rights to benefit from their invest-
ments in the digital economies, is denied to consumers. Full property rights are often 
cited as paramount in conferring objects with an important role in helping people develop 
a sense of self and establishing and strengthening alliances between them. Hence, tech-
nologies of enclosure fence in both public and private domains.

As a project of enclosure, these technologies operate by erecting proprietary walls 
around what consumers deem as their digital possessions. In doing so, they erode 
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rights safeguarded by private ownership. Outright, total ownership, understood 
as exclusive rights to use, possess, exploit, manage, profit from and power to 
exclude, transfer, abandon and destroy (Snare, 1972), it is claimed, is redundant 
within the context of digital consumption. Digital objects are complex entities that 
generally include code, software, hardware, Internet infrastructures and end user 
license agreements (EULAs) in order to be enacted and experienced as targets of 
consumption activity (Molesworth and Watkins, 2014; Watkins et al., 2016). Digital 
objects, like our e-books, playlists, social media posts, our Instagram pictures and 
video game purchases and prizes, in their material lightness are celebrated as both 
needs-satisfying and needs-liberating. Provided they are readily accessible they are 
likely candidates for communal sharing (Belk, 2013a, 2013b; Bardhi and Eckhardt, 
2012; Bardhi et al., 2012) and short-term access, as well as good exemplars of liquid 
possessions – malleable and vaporous enough to fulfil consumers’ functional and 
situational needs to suit shifting identity projects (Bardhi et al., 2012) without the 
obligations and responsibilities associated with ownership (Bardhi et  al., 2012; 
Rifkin, 2000). As Rifkin (2000) notes, in a digitized, hyper-speed network economy, 
ownership of physical capital ‘becomes increasingly marginal’, and access a primary 
source of value for both access providers and their users. Ownership again, is seen 
by Rifkin (2002) as too cumbersome and slow to keep up with the speed of delivery 
offered by Internet-enabled platforms; instead of being burdened by ownership it 
pays to ‘be always connected to a steady stream of just in time experiences’.

For these just in time experiences ‘to pay’ consumers need to ‘pay’ to access their 
digital objects. Digital objects are in effect rented rather than fully owned, because 
they require continuous investment of time, money and other resources in order to 
be accessed. Even pay-per-download digital objects once saved onto a password-
protected account, like iTunes or Amazon’s Kindle, become entangled with a firm’s 
proprietary system, limiting consumers’ ability to transfer accumulated objects to a 
friend or family member (Denegri-Knott, 2015; Watkins et al., 2016). There are even 
lingering attachments between firms and consumers in situations where payment is 
not required. For example, though there is no direct monetary exchange between 
consumers and Facebook, Wordpress or YouTube, possession can be interrupted; 
digital objects may become lost or corrupted at any time. And here lies the paradox. 
Access is marketed as providing exactly what it denies: access. Note for example how 
subscription-based services like Spotify are marketed on the premise that there are 
‘No More Limits’ (Spotify News, 2014), or Amazon Kindle’s ‘Bought Once, Read 
Everywhere’ (Wired, 2011) promise. Areas of access themselves are branded as ‘my 
areas’; the music you curate with Spotify as a freemium customer is accessed in a 
menu entitled ‘your music’. Bloggers and vlogers have ‘their areas’, ‘their posts’, 
‘their content’. The language of enclosure is nurturing and reassuring. It is the lan-
guage of freedom and empowerment. It invites consumers to engage with digital 
objects as if they were theirs.

Reference to Igor Kopytoff’s (1986) influential work on commodity biographies 
offers a useful entry point to see how digital possessions can operate as technologies 
of enclosure. Kopytoff’s premise is that commodities are defined quantitatively and 
in relation to other commodities. Their tendency for proliferation is spearheaded by 
a commoditizing impulse, limited only by what ‘the exchange technology permits’ 



biopolitiCal marketing and teChnologies of enClosure 341

(Kopytoff, 1986, p. 87). On the other hand, singular possessions are defined quali-
tatively in terms of their relationship to cultural categories and personal histories. 
In that way, they are driven and defined by cultural and individual requirements to 
classify, discern and sacralize. In Kopytoff’s proposed continuum between sacred, 
singularized objects and homogenized commodities, moving commodities from 
their market sphere into the domain of personal possession requires self-investment  
(Belk et al., 1989; McCracken, 1986; Richins, 1994; Wallendorf and Arnould, 1988). 
This includes work on meanings that attach an object to another person, time or place 
(Czikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981), or work on customizing, cleaning, 
repairing, displaying to create and maintain the preferential status of a meaningful or 
sacred possession (Belk et al., 1989).

Digital objects however cannot be transitioned so easily. Like their material equiva-
lents, digital possessions that are experienced as meaningful are so because they have 
become focal points of psychological attention and investment over time (Denegri-
Knott et al., 2012). Consider the time spent curating the perfect Spotify playlist or 
in winning trophies accumulated in game play. These digital objects have been, in 
effect, to borrow from Czikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981), cultivated 
with focused attention and thus become meaningful possessions. Focused attention is 
expended in harnessing objects to help achieve a goal – for instance in harvesting a 
character in a video game to help complete missions or in storing them to help protect 
their sacred status (Belk et al., 1989; Czikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981;  
Fournier, 1998; McCracken, 1986; Richins, 1994). This investment produces rela-
tionships of attachment, where objects are not defined by their exchangeability to 
other things only, but rather by their qualitative relationships to personal histories 
(Belk, 1988) and cultural categories (Kopytoff, 1986).

Yet, in the case of digital objects, they are never too far from their market origins. 
In fact digital objects come to inhabit multiple positions, both as objects of personal 
significance and assets for the firms that help create and host them. In this way they are 
quasi possessions (see Denegri-Knott, 2015) or commodity-possession hybrids. This 
hybridity is well illustrated in Google’s music streaming service, Google Play Music, 
with the service pitched as a combination of ‘your collection and our catalogue’ (The 
Guardian, 2016). As hybrids, singularizing processes are equally commoditizing, 
inasmuch as they are supported by market exchange. Differently put, commodity-
possession hybrids are defined by singularizing action that does not sever links to the 
market, because that action often enrolls firm resources to cultivate their possession 
and because the hosting firm arbitrates access. Thus, the more a consumer invests in 
crafting the perfect playlist on Spotify, the more reluctant she will be to abandon the 
service. The same applies to social media. Thus, processes of singularization that are 
meant to strip objects from their commodity status are more market entangling than 
severing (see Molesworth et al., 2016).

This creates an unusual situation, where possession becomes precarious and 
unstable. Consumers, having formed attachments to their digital objects continue 
to be entangled in on-going commercial relationships in ways that reconfigure 
supposedly inalienable possessions into technologies of enclosure that also happen 
valorize consumers’ investments. If a consumer wants continued access to a 
favorite playlist or digital object, they will have to either continue to pay or at the 
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very least engage with the hosting firm. In doing this, they help accrue profits for 
companies hosting their digital possessions. For example, users of social media 
make significant contributions in enhancing the social utility of the networking 
sites they use, and therefore also their exchange value. The benefits for Facebook 
and MMORGs are obvious: consumers are locked into using platforms that host 
their meaningful digital possessions, and hosting companies benefit financially 
through monetizing strategies facilitating access, either directly or through the 
sale of advertising. Consumers may also be subject to further monetising attempts 
from companies seeking to profit from their attachment to their digital possessions. 
To illustrate, when Facebook decided to delete photographs synched from users’ 
phones to Facebook to encourage the adoption of their new Moments App, it was 
consumers’ attachment to their accumulated photographs that catapulted the app 
into the top 100 free Android and iOS apps in the UK, and made it the third most 
popular free app on iOS (The Guardian, 2016).

Possessions as technologies of enclosure also diminish an object’s social utility 
in ways that reduce consumers’ freedom to control their own possessions. Objects 
that are gifted, lent, shared and bequeathed fulfil important social functions – they 
can help establish and strengthen bonds of affiliation and reciprocity between people 
(Douglas and Isherwood, 1979; McCracken, 1986). Because full ownership of rights 
can be denied by EULAs, the movement of digital objects may be unlikely. Take 
for instance the limitations on gifting, re-selling and bequeathing imposed on many 
digital objects, and compare them to the rich biographies of fully owned material 
consumption objects: Amazon applies its own digital rights management (DRM) to 
Kindle eBooks, meaning they cannot be accessed via other devices; Apple applies its 
FairPlay DRM to files that are purchased from the iBookstore, limiting opportunities 
to share and lend; World of Warcraft’s terms and conditions prohibits the selling, or 
trading or gifting of an account (Blizzard, 2016); iTunes collections cannot be lent, 
shared or bequeathed. There are no legal second-hand markets for digital goods. In this 
way digital objects may be described as ‘terminal commodities’ (Appadurai, 1986).

Similarly, without the sanction of legal ownership, possession is fragile. Only full 
ownership guarantees exclusive and future use over a possession, and thus the lack 
of this guarantee limits our sense of freedom and independence. As Rudmin (1988) 
argues, failure to guarantee future use produces an unstable, precarious possession. 
Without the guarantees that total legal ownership provides, digital possession is pre-
carious because it is prone to being disrupted or terminated at any time. Such disrup-
tions threaten the very fabric of possession as an anchor for the development of the 
self and social linking, in that its objectual characteristics are no longer permanence 
and stability (Molesworth et al., 2016). This also undermines the classical and digital 
libertarian defense for the need for private ownership to nurture and safeguard our 
sense of independence and freedom. Instead, marketing systems of enclosure that 
operate through precarious possession, as we have shown, supplant independence 
and freedom, with ever-growing dependence and diminution of personal autonomy. 
Consumers in such systems of enclosure are best described as renters, in that, think-
ing alongside de Certeau (1984, p. 33), they only have transient rights to operate 
resources furnished by capitalism without real ownership. This creates a relationship 
of unbalanced dependency. The ultimate owners and arbitrators are the technologies 
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of enclosure themselves – the firms providing access and hosting digital objects, who 
collectively produce, returning to de Certeau (1984, p. 40), a ‘system too vast to be 
able to fix them [renters] in one place, too constraining for them [renters] ever to be 
able to escape’. So here, while opportunities and mechanisms to access and possess 
digital objects are vast, they also pin down renters to relationships of dependency that 
are not easily extricated. Consumers as renters cannot escape because having invested 
their psychological and financial resources in singularizing digital objects into mean-
ingful possessions, the costs of leaving are too high. Renting becomes a means of 
enclosure, because it is a precarious way of life, defined by uncertainty, dependency 
and reduced freedom. The idea that everything can be had, but not owned, is disin-
genuous in that nothing is ever had, only temporarily accessed.

ConClusion

Marketing technologies – and more broadly marketing as technology – pursue the 
enclosure of the consumer subject (with Lazzarato [2004], via the production of 
capital-worlds where specific consumer subjectivities are made possible) and of  
the commons (via the innovation of capitalist commons [see Zwick and Bradshaw, 
2016] that permit the production and exploitation of collective productivity). What 
makes this marketing project so insidious is that at the same time that marketing (as) 
technology attempts to enclose, its aspiration appears to be democratic: democratizing 
access to goods and services via digital possessions and sharing, democratizing 
innovation and communication via brand communities and democratizing information 
via Google and Big Data. The democratizing discourse functions here ideologically 
because it allows marketers to resolve a key contradiction of marketing specific to 
participatory media: how to continue to control consumers in the age of 
democratization, empowerment and participation.

Today, even digital possessions are becoming technologies of enclosure. Via the 
notion of entanglement and renting, we suggest that the digital never provides real 
ownership and the sort of freedom from power authentic possession can provide. 
Rather, digital possessions are always precarious and unstable. The possession 
remains meaningful only for as long as the ‘owner’ of the possession also is its 
‘user’. Therefore, ever more entanglement with the object does not create possession 
and ownership but merely the right to its continuous use. In the age of biopolitical 
marketing, it is the job of marketers to ensure that this distinction disappears.

Is the insidious assimilation of revolutionary concepts – participation, 
empowerment, autonomy, democratic determination – not the perfect expression of 
the cultural logic of capitalism? Instead of pushing the consumer to accept a brand’s 
version of the world, which can only lead to resistance and rejection of the message 
as the message of capital, the brand provides the context for what is then celebrated 
as the moment of ‘consumer empowerment’, when the consumer decides for herself 
that she really wants the brand and wanted it all along. But we should be very clear 
that this project of so-called consumer empowerment and consumer sovereignty  
gets consumers to the same place where they were always already going to be. 
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Therefore, in the age of biopolitical marketing, analyses of consumer empowerment 
fail unless they realize the concept’s ideological function in marketing practice.

Unlike the corporate persuaders of the twentieth century, digital and social media 
marketers no longer aspire to command consumers to consume. These new marketers 
wish to unify marketing, community, conversation and the general work of making 
a life for oneself. There is no more separation between what the marketer wants and 
what the consumer wants. This is the credo of biopolitical marketing: in a world of 
total enclosure of consumers and the commons, marketers and consumers become one. 
Marketers want what consumers want and vice versa. Everyone is in this together, not 
on two different sides of an anachronistic struggle but participating on the same side in 
the making of worlds. The contradictions brought about by the increasing interaction 
of marketing and technology abound and any comprehensive analysis of marketing 
technologies in communicative capitalism has to take these contradictions into account.

After all, this symbiosis of marketer and consumer can never really hold. The con-
sumer will always be the ‘other’ of marketing and the job of marketing can best be 
described as a process of constant and incessant identification and appropriation of a non-
commodified ‘other’. This fundamental tension will not go away but the technologies of 
identification and appropriation are constantly changing. In the era of what Zuboff (2015) 
calls Surveillance Capitalism, networked commercial reconnaissance has become a total-
izing reality. To put it in the language of biopolitical marketing, surveillance capitalism is 
the latest stage in a continuous dialectic of marketing forever forced to oscillate between 
a relentless need for more and better ‘othering’ and a desire to co-create worlds and 
‘become one’ with the other. We suggest that technology-enabled marketing techniques 
and tools therefore will always be measured against their ability to accomplish these two 
seemingly opposed tasks. We might be imprisoned but it will feel good.
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inTroduCTion: imagining Things – Consumers, maTerial 
CulTure, and maTerial desire

It is not at all surprising that consumer scholarship has routinely examined material 
things as lenses onto marketing and economic structure, dominant ideologies, and 
a host of dimensions of social and individual subjectivity. Nevertheless, material 
things often figure in such scholarship as rather shallow symbols, their meanings 
dispensed by style makers, marketers, and ideologues. Material things paradoxi-
cally occupy a central position in consumer scholarship even as concrete material 
culture, systematic empirical analysis, and the sensory experience of things often 
remain unexamined.

The concept of materiality is sometimes wielded simply as a clumsy reference to 
concrete objects and their physical presence. Most materiality scholarship instead 
champions a more ambitious theorization of things, avoiding dualisms between objects 
and people, complicating agency, and illuminating the ways things shape human 
experience and imagination beyond our control and perhaps even our articulation. 
Materiality underscores the power of things, resisting consumer scholarship that 
reduces things to hollow receptacles constituted by human interaction. Materiality 
scholarship fundamentally resists theorizing objects as entities that are distinct 
from social subjects. Materiality theories instead reject distinctions between human 
subjects and concrete objects and argue that a breadth of material culture and people 
constitute a mutual subjectivity. Materiality potentially pushes consumer scholars to 
more systematically examine the bodily, imagined, and visual experiences of material 
things and confront how the concrete qualities of things shape material life.
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Theorizing maTerialiTy

Materiality theory acknowledges things’ distinctive capacity to charge human expe-
rience, placing material things in a pleasant if largely inchoate sensory experience 
and imagination that consumers often fail to express, rationalize, and understand. 
Things routinely spark powerful imaginative and bodily experiences that consumers 
struggle to comprehend and marketers aspire to manage, even as ideologues express 
their alarm with the sensuous desires unleashed by the material world. Materiality 
theory focuses on this enormous power of things while ambitiously extending the 
boundaries of the material. Materiality illuminates how systematic material, ethno-
graphic, and empirical analysis of things’ concrete presence can paint consumption 
as something more complicated than humans’ symbolic projection of meaning onto 
mute objects.

Materiality theories build on a social scientific scholarship of consumption that 
emerged in the 1980s. Mary Douglas and Baron Isherwood’s The World of Goods 
(1979) was perhaps the most influential early volley in the scholarship on consump-
tion, advocating an explicit focus on how consumers shape the meanings of things. 
Anthropology in particular and social sciences in general had a long record of mate-
rial culture studies reaching back over a century, but it was dominated by empirical 
description or vulgar materialism. Douglas and Isherwood signaled a turn to con-
sumption symbolism and a new-found interest in the social, cultural, and histori-
cal dimensions of material meaning. The World of Goods was foremost a reaction 
against economic determinism, proposing that economically driven explanations of 
material desire provided little substantial understanding of how people give meaning 
to material culture. Douglas and Isherwood cast things as visible manifestations of 
cultural categories, stressing the symbolic and culturally distinctive dimensions of 
consumption over rational decision-making and utilitarian demand (cf. Miller, 1995: 
274–275). The World of Goods championed a perspective on consumer symbolism 
that rejected facile economically driven notions of consumption simply as commerce, 
and in her own work Douglas (2001: 262) persistently resisted the assumption that 
consumers ‘are mindless automatons’. Douglas stressed that consumption’s ‘essen-
tial nature is to make sense of things, creatively’; that perspective did not necessarily 
discount the relationship between things and people or the ways material things shape 
human life, but it focused on how consumers dynamically assign goods meaning 
within cultural frameworks.

Among the most ambitious studies of consumption was Pierre Bourdieu’s 1979 
study Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, which first appeared 
in English in 1984. Bourdieu marshalled an enormous amount of empirical evidence 
to examine taste and its relationship to status, which takes shape based on posses-
sion of things and qualities that demonstrate cultural capital. Distinction argues that 
aesthetic presentation in public and concrete material consumption patterns reflect 
deeply instilled class dispositions and maintain divisions between status groups. 
Bourdieu referred to this as ‘habitus,’ a classificatory framework of normative mean-
ings instilled in social agents, or the ‘conditionings associated with a particular class 
of conditions of existence’ (Bourdieu, 1990: 53). Habitus links structures and prac-
tices and tends to reproduce the dispositions associated with a specific social position. 
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That notion of habitus has subsequently been part of a broad range of scholarship 
examining consumption. For instance, Daniel Miller (1987: 105) proposed that the 
effectiveness of such dispositions and order is rooted in seemingly mundane material 
details. Miller (1987: 103) argued that things ‘mediate between subjective and objec-
tive worlds’, hewing to a culturally specific underlying order while taking aim on the 
distinction between subjects and objects.

Miller’s (1987) Material Culture and Mass Consumption was the first of a series 
of studies he authored outlining a theory of materiality indebted to Bourdieu as well 
as Hegel. Miller’s (2005: 9) theoretical framework revolved around a notion of objec-
tification he takes from Hegel, one that is ‘distinct from any theory of representa-
tion’. Rather than assume already-existing subjects and objects, Miller (1987: 28–29) 
instead argues that objectification is a ‘relationship within which the subject and 
object are created’ and consumption is ‘simultaneously a practice in the world and 
a form in which we construct our understandings of ourselves in the world’ (Miller, 
1995: 30; cf. Miller, 2005: 9). Miller championed ethnographic methods to interpret 
everyday practices and practical engagement with things. That anthropological focus 
on everyday consciousness, patterned practices, and analysis of everyday material 
culture aspires to acknowledge human agency. In particular, it aims to reveal what 
might circumspectly be dubbed resistance (or the negotiation of dominant meanings), 
arguing that people ‘appropriate the objects of consumption to construct moral pro-
jects, not necessarily intended by the producers’ (Miller, 1995: 30–31).

One thread of this work, borrowing from Bourdieu, championed what Miller refers 
to as the ‘humility of objects’. One of the key insights of Miller’s (1987: 96) analysis 
was his critique of material culture studies that tended ‘to perceive objects as being 
reflective in a relatively passive sense’, voicing an uneasiness about the theoretical 
differentiation between human subjects and material objects and acknowledging that 
goods are not simply representational symbols with no effect on meaning. Miller 
(1987: 101) argued that most everyday material things ‘play an inconspicuous and 
normative cultural role’, steeped in a ‘humility’ that does not draw attention to itself 
even as it provides significant consequence framing socioculturally specific mean-
ings. Miller argued that most things serve as a sort of framing backdrop against which 
consumers fabricate contextually distinctive meanings. This borrowed from Erving 
Goffman’s (1974) notion of framing, and it is simultaneously indebted to Bourdieu’s 
theory of habitus.

In the midst of the 1980s’ ‘turn to things’, relatively few projects firmly focused 
on empirical description of artifacts. Among the most empirically rich projects doc-
umenting material consumption patterns was William Rathje’s ‘Garbage Project,’ 
which began to systematically assess household refuse patterns in 1973. Rathje’s 
(1977) initial interest was in simply assessing archaeological epistemology by 
comparing peoples’ perception of their everyday detritus with concrete quantified 
refuse patterns from household trash and dumps. Ethnographic research and surveys 
alongside refuse analysis underscored that most people knew very little about their 
everyday material use and discard patterns. Rathje and Cullen Murphy’s Rubbish! 
The Archaeology of Garbage (1992) outlined an applied scholarship that could dis-
sect concrete discard patterns and shape waste management, recycling, and food 
consumption practices. Rathje championed systematic material analysis methods 
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and densely described empirical data that have often been absent from consump-
tion scholarship, painting the social dimensions of waste and refuse management by 
focusing on that empirical data rather than ethnographic or documentary evidence. 
That research obliquely illuminated a chain of everyday material practices resulting 
in things that secured the mostly unexamined social status of waste.

While a literature on the cultural and ethnographic dimensions of consumption 
was emerging in the 1980s, historians were simultaneously dissecting the depths 
of past material consumption. Most of that work was crafted in a relatively tra-
ditional historical narrative, focusing on the chronological spread of global mass 
consumption and defining distinctive local patterns of material consumption since 
the fifteenth century. Among the earliest of these studies was Neil McKendrick’s 
(1960) research on Josiah Wedgwood’s success marketing commonplace ceramics. 
McKendrick (1960: 410) carefully documented labor organization and its role in the 
Wedgwood firm’s success, acknowledging that Wedgwood was part of a revolution 
in industrial production. Much of his picture of demand revolved around emula-
tion of the upper classes, with McKendrick (1960: 429) arguing that ‘the lower 
classes’ purchased Wedgwood’s mass-produced wares ‘in imitation of their social 
superiors’. This picture of consumption explained desire by reference to the struc-
tural dimensions of marketing and style, yet McKendrick also examined concrete 
ceramic style and how consumer desire for specific aesthetics was monitored (if 
not induced) by Wedgwood. McKendrick’s detailed research provided a thorough 
aesthetic and empirical description of Wedgwood ceramics, but those things loomed 
as vehicles for style being shrewdly managed by Wedgwood himself. For instance, 
Wedgwood instructed his factory artists to clothe ‘naked figures that were “too 
warm” for English taste’, alluding to his effort to manage consumers’ reception 
of nudity (McKendrick, 1960: 415). Yet McKendrick’s analysis did not question 
why particular things and aesthetics became desirable, instead reducing consump-
tion patterns simply to idiosyncrasies for Wedgwood to manage. Things loomed in 
McKendrick’s analysis as vehicles reflecting the genius who was cleverly orches-
trating style and demand.

Warren Susman’s (1984) work was part of a historical scholarship that embraced 
the consequence of seemingly mundane material things and the web of social prac-
tices in which they were embedded. Susman in particular highlighted how a very 
broadly defined world of things shaped Americans’ imagination of citizenship in the 
first half of the twentieth century. Susman explored prosaic dimensions of every-
day American life, including how popular films, radio soap operas, and the 1939 
New York World’s Fair created a ‘special community of all Americans (possibly an 
international community) unthinkable previously’ (Susman, 1984: 160). For Susman, 
society’s fundamental values began to be articulated in material consumption and 
things in the 1930s, something that might be termed a genuine ‘consumer culture’. 
Susman suggested that much of the American embrace of goods and a culture of 
consumption occurred in mundane things that had escaped scholarly attention, and 
perhaps even consumers’ consciousness as well. Echoing Susman, Jean-Christophe 
Agnew (1993: 32) suggests that in the second quarter of the twentieth century ‘a 
redefinition of rights and obligations articulated itself in the innocuous language of 
soft drinks, cars, and household appliances’. For Agnew, the conversation about the 
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rights invested in things and the ways they shape collective subjectivity happened 
‘privately, imaginatively, and inconspicuously – in short, without discussion’.

An enormously rich historical scholarship of material consumption in the 1980s 
focused on the broadly defined social and political effects of mass consumption. 
While this scholarship effectively politicized all things (especially commodities), 
it devoted little focus to the concrete qualities of material things that distinguished 
them in everyday life. For instance, Richard Wightman Fox and T.J. Jackson Lears’s 
1983 edited volume The Culture of Consumption assembled a group of scholars who 
situated the roots of American consumer culture in the 1880s. The contributions to 
the Fox and Lears collection illuminated the tension between mass cultural produc-
ers and everyday consumers and underscored how consumers negotiated dominant 
ideological meanings. Nevertheless, their assessment of a hegemonic consumer cul-
ture gravitated toward a focus on culture producers like advertisers and novelists and 
posed things as symbolic battlegrounds contesting class and cultural tensions.

This scholarship ambitiously pressed to define the political effects of material con-
sumption and the ‘language of goods’, assessing how commodities framed social and 
political imagination. For instance, T.H. Breen’s 1993 paper ‘Narrative of commercial 
life: Consumption, ideology, and community on the eve of the American Revolution’ 
proposed that colonial American consumers were part of what he calls an ‘empire of 
goods’ (an argument he expanded in his 2004 study The Marketplace of Revolution). 
Breen contended that colonial Americans secured a collective political voice against 
British control of marketing through non-importation agreements. Non-importation 
boycotts of British goods were politically galvanizing mass movements that became 
the voice of a revolution against the crown. Breen is among a host of scholars who 
have made strong cases for the politicization of consumption itself. Nevertheless, the 
experience of specific material goods – such as what made British goods desirable as 
aesthetic, physical, and sensory things – remains somewhat less clearly illuminated.

Possibly one of the richest threads of consumer scholarship champions a moral cri-
tique of consumption that tends to distill things to style and casts style as ideological 
manipulation. For example, Stuart Ewen’s 1988 study All Consuming Images bemoans 
the triumph of ‘style over substance’, a critique of consumer culture that takes aim at 
advertisers in particular for crafting stylistic artifice from concrete material presence. 
That critique certainly is not unique to Ewen, echoing the Frankfurt School’s criti-
cism of popular culture and sharing some anxieties voiced by observers since the nine-
teenth, if not the eighteenth, century (cf. Horowitz, 1985). Ewen (1988: 263) examines 
the commodified thing as a provocative and seductive image that has been divorced 
from objective materiality, with style posing as a way to comprehend the world that 
‘addresses deep-seated desires’ and ‘promises to release people from the subjective 
condition of their experience’. For Ewen, that alluring promise has disempowering 
implications because it means ‘style – as a form of information – discourages thought’. 
Ewen’s analysis of things as stylistic artifice is distinctively dystopian, but it shares a 
common scholarly focus on things as symbolic vehicles.

Perhaps materiality scholars’ fundamental critique of consumption scholarship is 
that the literature on consumption in particular and material culture in general fix-
ates on the social meaning of consumption and says very little about things. The 
focus on the meanings of material culture in public social spaces often borrows from 
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Thorstein Veblen’s (1899) landmark analysis of the ‘leisure class’. Veblen’s analysis 
of an urban bourgeoisie at the turn of the twentieth century focused on social and 
material practices associated with status. Veblen (1899: 28) championed a picture of 
conspicuous consumption among the elite in which ‘non-productive’ consumption of 
expensive things and leisure demonstrated their wealth and taste. The leisure class’s 
consumption revolved around ideals that essentially signaled social standing through 
material style, and Veblen cited a host of examples including lawns, furnishings, and 
dress. An enormous number of scholars focus on material style in much the same 
way as a mechanism that has more-or-less accepted public meaning that reflects the 
negotiation of mainstream ideals, which may encompass their reproduction as well 
as resistance to them. This approach to things views them as public symbols whose 
aesthetic visibility marks them out socially and publicly in service to a consumer’s 
social and political interests.

Some theorists have focused their attention on things as vehicles for imaginative 
desire, shifting focus from dominant social symbolism to individualized experi-
ences of things. For instance, Colin Campbell’s The Romantic Ethic and the Spirit of 
Modern Consumerism (1987: 89–90) argues that a ‘modern’ consumer is motivated 
less by ‘insatiable desire to acquire objects’ than a desire to experience in material 
reality what is otherwise ‘enjoyed in imagination’. Campbell suggests that consumer 
desire emerged in the eighteenth century as an imaginative and pleasurable contem-
plation preceding possession. Rather than distinguish between a puritanical disci-
pline and a romantic hedonism, Campbell argues that hedonistic material desire is 
meaningless outside its productive tension with self-discipline; that is, the yearning 
for things is tempered by a puritanical discipline that suppresses some pleasures and 
admits others. Campbell concludes that the apparent divide between puritanical disci-
pline and romantic hedonism is not so much a contradiction as it is a productive amal-
gam that fosters a day-dreaming imagination countered by consumers’ self-policing. 
This tends to view things as vehicles for imagination, and the most desirable things 
accommodate the richest daydreams. For Campbell (1987: 89), the material features 
that might ignite desire for a thing tend to revolve around novelty and ‘their potential 
for “dream material”’, but the specific attributes that distinguished such imaginative 
things from other objects are not especially clear in Campbell’s study. Campbell is 
not alone in his argument that imagination is not simply a reflection of marketing 
manipulation or an ideologically duped escapist fantasy; rather, as Arjun Appadurai 
(1996: 7) argues, ‘imagination is today a staging ground for action’. Appadurai sug-
gests that a collective imagination has emerged in contemporary everyday life in 
which disparate groups share mass-mediated sensory experiences that can be the 
grounds for political agency (cf. Appadurai, 1986).

Much of the scholarship on materiality aspires to disrupt unexamined mechanisms 
of representation and move away from a fixation on the social meaning of things. 
In an analysis of Derrida’s implications for material culture scholarship, Timothy 
Yates (1990) examined the relationship between material culture and textuality and 
how material things are narrated in text. Yates (1990: 265–266) hoped to problema-
tize representation, arguing that the ‘material artifact is unwritten, therefore it is not  
a sign, therefore it cannot signify’. Yates instead evoked a material world at the 
boundaries of cognition, imagination, and substance. Material culture, Yates (1990: 266) 
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suggested, has ‘no use for the sign, but is rather immediate, undivided, present. It is 
without utterance, without voice, silent; its testimony, therefore, will always be a silent 
soliloquy, which is to say that it is heard but it does not sound’. Some scholars share 
this sense that things reside at the boundaries of articulation, wary of the depth that 
we can know or express things. Miguel Tamen’s Friends of Interpretable Objects, for 
instance, argues that there ‘are no interpretable objects or intentional objects, only 
what counts as an interpretable object or, better, groups of people for whom certain 
objects count as interpretable’ (Tamen, 2001: 3). Tamen examines how people speak 
for the material world, which is fundamentally unresponsive but is made interpretable 
by what he calls ‘friends’ like museum curators who ‘speak’ to things.

Tamen’s study examines how the material world enters utterable meaning, an issue 
likewise examined by Bill Brown’s (2001) ‘Thing theory’. Brown (2001: 4) argues 
that ‘we look through objects (to see what they disclose about history, society, nature, 
or culture – above all, what they disclose about us), but we only catch a glimpse of 
things’. Like subsequent materiality theories, Brown’s focus on things probes the 
relationship between inanimate objects and human subjects and stresses that things 
shape the human world. Yet Brown distinguishes between things and objects, with 
things emerging from objects when those objects do not conform to their intended 
meanings. When an object’s unexamined presence is arrested somehow – a window 
breaks, a laptop stops operating, a nut falls on your head – it becomes a thing and 
interrupts the codes and signification that make objects meaningful and allow us to 
use them as facts (Brown, 2001: 4).

Materiality scholars have taken increasingly ambitious aim on specifically what 
constitutes the material and moved beyond physical stuff to seemingly substance-less 
digital things. For instance, Paolo Magaudda (2011) probes the apparent ‘demate-
rialization’ of digital music and concludes that the digitization of music in partic-
ular (if not broadly defined media in general) has counter-intuitively boosted the 
prominence of things in peoples’ lives. In his ethnographic study of Italian music 
consumers, Magaudda found that apparently intangible digital media are embedded 
in an inseparable web of practices involving novel technological objects, seemingly 
obsolete things (e.g., vinyl records), bodily activities, and ever-emergent media tech-
nologies. Magaudda argues that digital things cannot be understood in isolation from 
an armada of things ranging from ipods to phones to headphones, and they cannot 
be collectively understood without considering a range of attitudes toward new and 
archaic technologies alike. While an enormous number of Italians embraced digital 
music consumption, many Italian music consumers reacted against digital music as 
‘inauthentic’ in its placeless violation of an embodied musical experience represented 
in practices such as listening to and curating vinyl records. The emergence of digital 
music has a paradoxical effect of intensifying the prominence of material things, both 
boosting digital goods’ consumption and ‘re-materializing’ things like vinyl records 
that break from the social and performative activities associated with digital music.

Materiality scholars are ambitious to animate things and illustrate the specific 
ways they influence, constrain, and liberate imagination and action, sometimes 
referring to the ‘agency’ of things to shape particular sorts of action (e.g., Knappett 
and Malafouris, 2008). In some hands the notion of material agency risks confer-
ring on things a nearly inexpressible if not mystical power, but this scholarship most 



The SAGe hAndbook of ConSumer CulTure358

clearly takes aim on the assumption that agency is simply conscious willful action. 
Jane Bennett (2010: 6), for instance, has referred to this as ‘thing power’, which 
she defines as ‘the curious ability of inanimate things to animate, to act, to produce 
effects dramatic and subtle’. Bennett’s perspective is shared by many materiality 
scholars who take aim on dismantling agency as a uniquely human and largely self-
aware instrument of intentionality. Bruno Latour’s (1996: 369) collapse of dualisms 
between subjects and objects leads him to a similarly broad notion of agency (though 
he avoids the term agency). Rather than reduce the material to objective things acted 
on by social agents, Latour refers to things as ‘actants’, a category that includes 
‘non-human, non-individual entities’. Actants’ collective sway over reality is as con-
sequential as self-conscious human agents, and Latour (1993) champions the notion 
that scholars study associations of humans and non-humans (Cochoy and Mallard, 
this volume).

Bennett (2010) underscores that things are ‘vital’ and always in flux, blurring the 
distinction between things and humans and instead examining how all entities are com-
posed of ever-dynamic materials. Some materiality research celebrates this perpetual 
dynamism of things and the material properties of all existence – human bodies, dirt, 
buildings, and air are all materials with complex ever-changing properties. For exam-
ple, Tim Ingold (2007) lobbies against the notion of materiality and argues for seeing a 
world of dynamic materials in which we are all immersed. Rather than draw boundaries 
between various sorts of material things, Ingold (2007: 7) suggests that humans are 
immersed within ‘an ocean of materials’. Ingold (2007: 35) argues that there are not 
relationships between things as much as there is a host of materials in various states of 
flux, some appearing to our eye as crystallized things – a phone, the highway off-ramp, 
a backyard garden – but all immersed in a world of interwoven substances. The only 
flux in which most commodities appear immersed is their intentionally short use life; 
when people are finished with manufactured things, they will indeed break down into 
their constituent ingredients, but they will likely do so in the landfill with their ‘vitality’ 
subject only to the rhetorical attention of archaeologists.

Nevertheless, this potentially reads the death rites to any notion of materiality 
that revolves around the way in which material properties are contextually experi-
enced, defined, and imagined. For many scholars, materiality remains firmly wedded 
to some distinction between objects and the social contexts in which they assume 
meanings, even if such meanings are dynamic, idiosyncratic, and more complicated 
than facile subject/object divides. For instance, Christopher Tilley (2007) counters 
Ingold’s rejection of materiality by arguing that the notion of materiality examines 
the meanings of things in relation to people and a sociopolitical and historical con-
text. Tilley acknowledges that there is a world of things that have properties that exist 
outside their human articulation. However, he stresses that materiality research must 
illuminate why certain sorts of things and material properties become significant to 
people under particular conditions. Materiality scholars grounded in an anthropo-
logical or social scientific tradition typically reject simplistic distinctions between 
subjects and objects or mind and body, but they tend to lead the chorus advocating 
nuanced contextual analysis (e.g., Preucel and Meskell, 2004).

Some scholars appear unconvinced that materiality theory articulates the qualities 
of material things, a critique that may take aim less on materiality than on consumption 
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scholarship. For instance, Bjørnar Olsen (2010) has advocated a picture of things 
that ambitiously includes a host of physical entities that collectively mediate action. 
Olsen frames his perspective as a ‘defense of things’, with that defense coming 
against conventional pictures of materiality that reduce things to inanimate objects 
securing their vitality from the social world. In particular, Olsen (2010: 32) argues 
that consumption scholarship reduces objects to consumable signs. Olsen complains 
that consumption studies have little to say about how material goods are used and 
lived with and instead reduces things to possessed commodities. Olsen suggests that 
consumer research hazards ignoring nearly all of the prosaic material world that is 
not strictly a commodity and fixates on the ‘staged’ material world of consumer 
goods being constantly arranged to represent self. Christopher L. Witmore (2007) 
and Olsen (Olsen and Witmore, 2015) instead champion an analysis of things that 
invokes the concept of ‘symmetry’ (Latour, 2005: 76–77). A focus on the symmetry 
between various entities in the world revolves around how disparate things constitute 
the world through myriad entanglements. In a similar vein, Ian Hodder’s 2012 study 
of the ‘entanglements’ between humans and things argues that relationships between 
things frame a ‘distributive agency’; that is, actions are shaped by reflective human 
decision-making, the material properties that constrain and animate action, and the 
mostly unarticulated sensory experience of things. Olsen and Witmore (2015: 191) 
advocate a picture of things that embraces both the autonomy and connectivity of 
all people, objects, environments, and stuff in the lived-in world, and all entities in 
the world are ‘thingly’ even if they remain different. However, Ingold (2012: 431) 
rejects such a ‘defense’ of things seemingly ignored by social scientists, arguing that 
a symmetrical picture of materiality reduces all things to objects.

It is perhaps not surprising that some of this most novel theory rethinking things 
and materiality avoids a focus on narrowly defined consumer goods and examines 
prosaic if not idiosyncratic materiality. For instance, a significant range of inter- 
disciplinary scholars have examined ruins and processes of ruination (e.g., Edensor, 
2005; Mah, 2012; Olsen and Pétursdóttir, 2014). Ruins have conventionally been cast 
as moral lessons for contemporary people, symbols that demonstrate modernity’s 
flaws, state or class arrogance, or the instabilities of even the most stable societies. 
Ruins have a captivating visual dimension captured in sight as well as photography 
(Pétursdóttir and Olsen, 2014); there is a compelling bodily engagement for scores of 
people exploring decaying structures (Bennett, 2011); and there is an ethnographic 
dimension to the experience of abandoned places (Mah, 2012). Unlike commodi-
ties seemingly arrested in style and form, ruins are in an obvious state of decline 
exposing their historical depth as well as environmental processes of ruination. For 
example, ruin photographer Matthew Christopher (2012) suggests that photography 
captures these transformative processes, arguing that ‘the photography of ruins is 
fundamentally about death. … Much in the same way, a host of chemical and bio-
logical processes continue in a corpse but it is still no longer considered living’. 
In that sense, Christopher’s ruin images define things as materials in an unsettling 
state of flux, illuminating material dynamism and casting things as something more 
complex than objects arrested in form and condition. Dylan Trigg (2009: 94) casts 
ruins as an embodied experience mediating between the ‘destruction of the past,  
the lapse in time thereafter, and the unexpected persistence of damaged materiality 
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in the present’. Trigg focuses on traumatic ruins, arguing that ruins create the mate-
rial conditions to articulate the past, but the traumatic ruin secures its power from its 
material absences rather than from its ‘points of presence’.

For consumer scholars, ruins may make a challenging analogy to marketplace 
goods. While materiality theorists often dissect idiosyncratic material things ranging 
from ruins to zoos to beaches, consumer research typically revolves around conven-
tional commodities and consumers’ experience and transformations of goods. Some 
of the most sustained analyses of consumer transformations come from subcul-
tural scholarship. Dick Hebdige’s 1979 Subculture: The Meaning of Style is among 
the most prominent studies examining the ways transformations of things defied 
dominant social values. Hebdige’s study of punk style was part of the Centre for 
Contemporary Cultural Studies’ (1976) ambitious scholarship of everyday British 
life, especially postwar working-class youth culture (e.g., Willis, 1977). Those schol-
ars examined a broad range of seemingly mundane material practices to analyze how 
subcultural collectives negotiated social and material normalization. Hebdige cham-
pioned a very expansive sense of the material world that included dance, the body, 
and conventional commodities (e.g., off-the-rack clothes). Hebdige’s analysis casts 
style as the aesthetic surface of alternative values negotiating complex sociohistorical 
conditions and ‘mainstream’ or ‘parent’ culture.

Hebdige distinguished subcultural consumption by its mining of disparate styles 
reassembled into new assemblages, what is often referred to as bricolage. Hebdige 
(1979: 102–106) painted bricolage as a ‘science of the concrete’ in which consum-
ers rearrange material minutia in ways that subvert intended meanings (cf. Hebdige, 
1988). He argued that subcultures view things as signs uniting an object and its domi-
nant meaning, and subcultural materialism aspires to unravel unquestioned represen-
tational frameworks for normality. Much of Hebdige’s material analysis revolved 
around the ways subcultures upset dominant meanings and create new representational 
signs: for example, working-class teddy boys transformed the ‘ultra-respectable’ motor 
scooter into a ‘menacing symbol of group solidarity’, and sharpened metal combs 
‘turned narcissism into an offensive weapon’ (Hebdige, 1979: 104). Nevertheless, 
subcultural things were not simply reduced to representational mechanisms with new 
meanings. For instance, Hebdige (1979: 105) argued that teddy boys adopted suits, 
ties, and short hair – the ‘conventional insignia of the business world’ that evoked 
efficiency, compliance, and authority – and viewed that ensemble as an ‘“empty” fet-
ish, objects to be desired, fondled and valued in their own right’. Apparently incom-
patible subcultural juxtapositions of things secure much of their power simply from 
disrupting accepted meanings even if they do not pose any especially concrete social 
representation of meaning.

Subcultures such as Hebdige’s punks are often cast as conspicuous consumption 
collectives that wield material goods to distinguish themselves materially. The ways in 
which 1970’s punks socialized things tended to revolve around class inequality, which 
is a consistent structural feature of youth subcultural resistance in British studies 
influenced by the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies. Various post-subcultural 
(Redhead, 1990; Muggleton, 1997, 2000) and neo-tribal (Maffesoli, 1996; Bennett, 
1999) theorists have subsequently complicated or rejected the implied dichotomy 
between mainstream and subculture while championing a picture of exceptionally 
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fluid group boundaries that underscore the sway of individual agency. On the one 
hand, mainstream social values or the very existence of a ‘parent culture’ may indeed 
be heuristic if not ideological, and the neatly defined spectacular subculture painted in 
research such as Hebdige’s study may not capture much of the fluidity of contemporary 
social collectives. On the other hand, though, the rhetorical notion of a mainstream 
has a real effect on social imagination and material experience, even if it is a complex 
reality and the boundaries for group affiliations are exceptionally dynamic.

A significant amount of scholarship interrogating fringe social collectives has 
explored the fluidity of transgressive subjectivities and the material dimensions of 
such identity. For instance, in the 1990s the term hipster began to be used to refer to 
urbanites distinguished by a taste for novelty and discriminating if not unique indi-
vidual style. Hipsters might constitute a subculture, a neo-tribe, a lifestyle, or a mar-
ket demographic, depending on how those terms are defined, but the people cast as 
hipsters share the bricolage and aesthetic spectacle associated with subcultures like 
punks. Hipsters’ material distinctions perhaps most clearly revolve around a notion 
of authenticity in which personal style expresses an individual taste and creativity 
that eschews mass cultural conformity (Michael, 2015). Analyzing hipster material-
ism as a measure of personal taste runs slightly counter to caricatures of it as either 
mocking parody or insincere irony; that is, hipsters’ consumption of 1970s’ t-shirts, 
working-class beer, or mainstream pop music is often reduced to a masquerade that 
makes fun of the authentic (e.g., working-class culture, concrete historical moments) 
and evades sincere politics. For instance, hipster fashion in particular mines historical 
styles, which critics dismiss as pallid mimicry of styles grounded in authentic cul-
tural and historical contexts. The appropriation of styles emptied of their historicity 
may be what Fredric Jameson (1983) referred to as the ‘perpetual present’ in which 
‘all that is left is to imitate dead styles.’ Rather than cast hipster materiality as ironic 
representation or symbolic parody, hipster materiality may signify nothing especially 
concrete. It may be what Jameson (1983: 114) referred to as pastiche, the ‘blank 
irony’ in which there is no assumption of the normality that is being satirically imi-
tated. A fixation on the symbolic and representational dimensions of hipster material 
assemblages risks ignoring that hipster things may be less about transgression, irony, 
or parody than idiosyncratic imagination of a creative and individualized self.

While spectacular displays like punk materialism make for a powerful example  
of style being wielded for public effects, starkly distinct aesthetics grounded in 
resistance may not capture most everyday materiality. Instead, much of the everyday 
world may be less about transgressive resistance than idiosyncratic imagination. 
Contemporary consumer subjectivity may be invested in social fluidity and idiosyncratic 
sensory experience, which breaks from the conventional perception of consumption 
as the acquisition of goods that symbolically stake claims to clear subjectivities and 
individuality. For instance, the material style referred to as ‘acting basic’ consciously 
selects for non-descript if not banal aesthetics, and the broader ‘normcore’ lifestyle 
implies a desire for social fluidity that is reflected in the anonymity of a stylistic 
blank slate. A term hatched by the trend forecasting firm K-Hole (2013), normcore 
departs from the aversion to ‘sameness’ and the implication that individuality is 
necessarily expressed in distinct practices, styles, and things. Instead, normcore argues 
for a ‘post-authenticity’ subjectivity in which people favor sameness and belonging 
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over exclusivity and reject the premise that ‘normality’ exists. The suggestion that 
contemporary people fluidly appropriate disparate activities and things from a host of 
lifestyles or social collectives resonates with much of the post-subcultural scholarship 
that focuses on social dynamism and rejects ‘mainstream culture’. Normcore selects 
against the ‘trappings of uniqueness’; the implication is that in the early-twenty-
first-century world ‘people are born individuals and have to find their communities’ 
(K-Hole, 2013: 27). To ‘act basic’ in this context means that people favor fashion and 
material things that are not inscribed as uniforms of exclusive social groups. Normcore 
suggests that the search for material exclusivity is an isolating experience, but normcore 
argues that there is ‘liberation in being nothing special’ (K-Hole, 2013: 36).

ConClusion: maTerialiTy as embodied and imagined 
exPerienCe

Perhaps normcore expresses the aftermath of signification, a moment in which 
materiality is an experience no longer tied to styles, branding, public display, historical 
precedent, concrete social symbolism, or even clear articulation. Nevertheless, while 
materiality theory frames things in an enormously complicated and dynamic ensemble 
of practices and things, in most thinkers’ hands it does not deliver the eulogy for social 
symbolism, the deterministic power of class and inequality, and the consequence of 
ethnographic voices. Instead, materiality tempers a fixation on shallow notions of 
social determinism and probes how consumption might be framed in complex ways 
that reach beyond market determinism, resistance to dominant values, or stylistic 
distinction. Materiality underscores that things are part of an imagined and embodied 
human experience that is profoundly shaped by objects themselves. Consumer 
scholars committed to understanding the desire for things and the roles of goods in 
contemporary society can expand their analysis of things by more ambitiously 
analyzing the breadth of materiality in consumer culture.
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21
Subject/Object Relations and 

Consumer Culture

Shona Bettany

inTroduCTion: The ubiQuiTy oF subjeCT/objeCT relaTions

It is possible to argue that all work on consumer culture deals explicitly or (more often) 
implicitly with subject/object relations. This chapter therefore moves between the 
implicit and explicit to render an understanding of the vista of theoretical underpinnings 
around subject/object relations and consumer culture. The chapter begins with studies 
of consumer culture and qualitative and interpretive culturally-oriented consumer 
research and examines their implicit underpinnings, and the political/ideological 
assumptions of the nature of subject/object relations that endures even in work that 
purports to challenge these assumptions, using three exemplar texts to illustrate the 
arguments made. The chapter then moves outwards into the broader disciplines that 
concern themselves with consumer culture, to examine the theories of subject/object 
relations that allow the reader to locate and situate this within its broader intellectual 
milieu. I conclude with three theoretical areas that directly relate to the subject/object 
relation that provide fruitful, challenging and insightful theoretical bases with which to 
deliver research and thought on consumer culture and materiality for the future.

Examining subject/object relations in cultural theory raises two inextricably linked 
issues. Firstly, in terms of the character of the relation between subject and object, 
as Hoskins (2006) argues, since Mauss (1925) and Malinowski (1922) cultural theo-
rists have asserted that the lines between persons and things are culturally variable. 
Secondly, in terms of the hierarchy of the relation between subject and object, as 
Arnold et  al. (2008) assert ‘in its valorisation of the world of the mind, Western 
thought has long defined itself as above the world of things’ (Arnold, Shepherd and 
Gibbs, 2008: 48). That is, different cultures not only assign, or perform, the descrip-
tors ‘subject’ and ‘object’ differently, and draw the cultural boundaries between those 
nomenclatures differently, but, in Western cultural thought at least, they privilege that 
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which is designated subject over that which is designated object. So what?, you might 
ask. Well, I suppose it depends whether one is designated a subject or an object! How 
does that happen, though? Taken from the dominant neo-liberal humanist perspective 
of Western thought, it could be argued in a common-sense way that objects are usu-
ally inanimate things and subjects are usually human, so taken from this perspective 
although ‘we’ think we know instinctively what is a subject and what is an object, 
it can still be argued that some things can become more subject-like (for example 
a prized sports car, an AI gadget, a talisman, a sentimentally valued heirloom, etc.) 
and some human subjects can become more object-like (for example, a slave or traf-
ficked person, a refugee as seen through the lens of the right-wing media, even a 
much photographed and desired model or celebrity). Sticking with common sense, 
we seem to have no problem in developed and rational Western society in imbu-
ing inanimate things with human subject-like qualities, with power, with thought, 
even with feelings, and, sadly, the corollary to this is that we have no problems, it 
seems, in objectifying certain other humans, giving them less than subject status, for 
a variety of functions and purposes. The central construct around which such desig-
nations are performed and become obdurate, lasting and eventually common-sense 
is agency. Subjects have agency, that is, they can ‘act’, objects, from this common-
sense Western perspective, are acted upon, and, importantly within this worldview, 
any subject-like qualities are those that particular human subjects ‘act upon’ objects, 
and the meaning of those qualities resides in the minds and meaning systems of the 
human subjects that possess, experience, know or desire them. Any reader with little 
or no understanding of the theoretical vista around subject/object relations would 
read the above and recognise it as a part of the Western cultural understanding that 
allows us to categorise the sides and shades of this important structural binary.

The Western cultural common-sense understanding of subject/object relations outlined 
above, is where I start in this chapter, to outline the vista of understanding of subject/
object relations in cultural theory relating to consumption. Cultural consumer studies 
are replete, unremarkably, with considerations of subject/object relations. The dominant 
underpinning assumption of the subject/object relations, I would argue, is that consumer 
subjects buy material objects to consume, reject, pay to experience them, or desire them, 
and it is this relation and all its baggage that continue to dominate the theorising around 
consumer culture. The consumer subject has agency, and can buy, act on and dispose of 
a range of non-agentic objects, and this relation and its myriad activities, meanings and 
experiences provides contextual fodder for the studies of, and underpins the theorising 
of, consumer culture. It is this set of Western common-sense underpinning assumptions 
about the subject/object relation, or binary, that this chapter explores, outlines and 
unpicks in order to deliver a deeper understanding to the reader of the role the subject/
object binary plays in consumer culture studies, and what part it might play in the future.

disCiPlinary hisTories oF subjeCT/objeCT relaTions

Where I entered the debate about subject/object relations and consumer culture began 
with an intervention into interpretive, and culturally oriented consumer research with 
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a critique of the handling of subject/object relationships within that paradigm (Bettany, 
2007). Having recently completed an interdisciplinary PhD between sociology, femi-
nist science studies and marketing (Bettany, 2005) I was immersed in the world of 
feminist material-semiotics (Haraway, 1992), actor-network theory (Latour, 1987; 
Law, 1992), heterogeneous networks (Callon, 1986) and agentic objects (Latour, 
1992), and was dismayed to see the discipline of consumer research behind the meta 
disciplinary curve on the theorising of subject/object relations. The humanist, interpre-
tive roots of the counter positivist movement (Belk, 1988; Hirschman, 1986) domi-
nated a consumer-centric understanding of the subject/object relation (here mainly 
wrought as the relation between consumers and things); the object fulfils a myriad of 
functions for the consumer, but the underpinning philosophy of the relation remained 
as outlined in the Western neoliberal common-sense approach outlined above, that 
consumers are agentic, and use objects for a range of identity projects, experiences and 
meanings. This is outlined in the example used to explain the differences between 
humanism and positivism given by Hirschman in her 1986 paper, as follows;

A positivist researcher investigating a consumer sub culture might envisage the task as one of 
identifying exogenous background variables (e.g., socioeconomic status, geographic locale, and 
recency of immigration), which might influence group members’ relative social mobility, achieve-
ment motivation, and materialism, which in tum may contribute to the group’s preferences for 
certain types of apparel, home furnishings, and leisure activities. Thus a three-stage a priori model 
would be conceived and the researcher would try to operationalize and measure the several 
causes and effects composing the model. A humanist researcher investigating the same con-
sumer subculture would work very differently. Because the goal is to understand the phenome-
non in its own terms, the humanistic researcher would view the subculture as an amalgam of its 
members’ values, actions, beliefs, motives, traditions, possessions, and aspirations. The researcher 
is primarily interested in learning the group’s construction of reality and, for a marketing research 
study, how possessions, purchasing, apparel, automobiles, and leisure time activities fit into that 
reality. (Hirchman, 1986: 240–1)

In this comparative example, it can be seen that humanistic enquiry, like positivistic 
enquiry, albeit in a very different manner, privileges the human subject, and makes 
the assumption that the subject of enquiry is the subcultural group’s members. How 
objects are dealt with in this type of analysis is only in terms of how consumption 
objects fit into those subjects’ socially constructed realities. These humanist under-
pinnings have two main consequences. Firstly, following this history of thought 
within consumer research, the object in interpretive and culturally-oriented con-
sumer research remains largely essentialised as something which is acted on, a ‘thing 
in itself’ that ‘groups use’ to construct ‘practices, identities and meanings – to make 
collective sense of their environments and to orient their members’ experiences and 
lives’ (Arnould and Thompson, 2005: 869). Secondly, this then provides a theoretical 
rendering of the part the consumption object plays in consumer culture, which is 
incommensurate with contemporary theories of cultural materiality where theories 
have been developed which challenge the Cartesian subject/object binary and ‘exam-
ine the entangled co-production and ontological indeterminacy of subject and object 
in cultural processes and action’ (Bettany, 2007: 42).

The primary researcher explicitly examining subject/object relations within con-
sumer culture, within this historical period in consumer research, and one of the 
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pioneers of the movement away from the dominant positivist paradigm in the con-
sumer research discipline, Russell Belk (1988), developed the theory of the extended 
self, a thesis that through its examination of possessions and self, developed a the-
ory of subject/object relations in consumer culture that has become one of the most 
influential and important works in the discipline. Belk’s original thesis is that we as 
humans develop and maintain our sense of self partly through the possessions we 
own. Belk uses as evidence for this, the harm to sense of self when possessions are 
lost or stolen, involuntarily dispossessed; the trends of materialism and self-definition 
in contemporary Western society being more about what one owns than what one 
does, and self-investment in possessions. Belk outlines special categories of posses-
sion that are most commonly incorporated by the human subject into the sense of self, 
‘collections, money, pets, other people and body parts’ (Belk, 1988: 140). The impli-
cations of this incorporation of possessions into the self of the consumer are seen here 
predominantly in terms of defining meaning in life. Given that this watershed paper 
explicitly focuses on consumer subject/object relations, and was groundbreaking at 
the time in relation to this issue, the interpretation of the influence of that paper since 
then (Arnould and Thompson, 2005; explained further by Arnould, as documented 
in Ladik, Carrillat, and Tadajewski, 2015) is in its contribution to the development of 
theorising consumer identity projects. In other words, the agential primacy in the sub-
ject/object relationship theorising emerging from this hugely influential paper going 
forward is given most resolutely to the human consuming subject. Given this, it is 
perhaps unsurprising that it took until nearly thirty years later for papers to emerge 
that explicitly flipped this agency in order to challenge the common-sense under-
standing of subject/object relations in consumer culture theory. Given that this was 
the paradigm-shaping theory in consumer culture studies at the time I was doing my 
doctorate, in order to discuss a range of subject/object cultural theories I shifted my 
attention towards feminism, sociology, and science, technology and society studies.

subjeCT/objeCT relaTions and Consumer researCh:  
some exemPlars

More recently (Bettany, 2016) I revisited the critique in my original work, ten years 
on, and found that despite the plethora of work drawing on the disciplines and writers 
spearheading this focus on subject/object relations, the underpinning common-sense 
Western humanist, neoliberal philosophy of subject/object relations outlined at the 
beginning of this chapter largely persists in consumer research. As Campbell and 
McHugh (2016: 101), in the same volume, argue, consumer research is embedded in 
‘a correlationist view of human beings doing things in the world to inanimate objects 
to make immaterial effects happen. Where marketing scholarship has taken up the 
case of materiality interest has lain not in stuff but in our human relation to it’. The 
result, they posit is that studies of consumption have remained stubbornly about 
‘humans interacting with humans’. Two key works that have emerged in the interim 
that explicitly challenge this hegemony of subject/object common-sense relationality 
are outlined below, and can be used to explore a challenging paradigm to that 
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outlined in the opening sections of this chapter. The first is my follow-up paper from 
the original critique chapter (Bettany, 2007), ‘Figuring companion-species consump-
tion’ (Bettany and Daly, 2008). In this article I use actor-network theory and feminist 
material-semiotics to analyse how pedigree dogs, due to being simultaneously per-
formed as within the categories subject and object, nature and culture, and oscillating 
between these binaries in complex relationships with a range of heterogeneous 
actors, co-enable simultaneously conflicting cultures of subjectification and objecti-
fication, nature-ing and culture-ing, in international dog exhibition and breeding 
cultures. Drawing on Haraway’s binary collapsing naturecultures trope I develop the 
idea of naturecultural consumption to explain how dog feeding and grooming prac-
tices emerge and are shaped by a drive to make sense of and reconcile the boundary-
defying ontology of dogs. The second exemplar text I draw on Epp and Price (2010), 
whose work draws on Kopytoff’s (1986) theory of the cultural biography of things 
and Daniel Miller’s (1987) (see below) work on material culture to explore and theo-
rise the agency of a dining room table in the lives of an extended family. In doing so 
they use the concept of singularity, where objects are given personal meaning, to 
explore how singularised objects move in and out of networks, effectively becoming 
decommodified and recommodified, how the singularised object agency is con-
strained and enabled by the network within which it is embedded, and ask how the 
network is affected similarly by the singularised object.

Both Epp and Price (2010) and Bettany and Daly (2008) clearly articulate their 
theoretical positions as moving on from the consumer identity-work focus of inter-
pretive and culturally-oriented research on subject/object relations which have domi-
nated the subject/object theoretical vista since Belk (1988), as outlined above. Both 
of these papers are ontologically different from the mainstream in terms of their 
approach to subject/object relations in consumer culture along three main lines, what 
is agency? What is/becomes an object/subject? and what is a relation? Although both 
papers draw on different theories of materiality, the understanding of these questions 
is very similar, and highly counter-intuitive to the dominant conceptualisations more 
commonly found in consumer research.

Taking the first of these theories, actor-network theory (ANT) (see Cochoy and 
Mallard, this volume), which is drawn on in both papers, this school of thought 
emerged in the 1980s, just prior to the first of Belk’s influential works on subject/
object relations in consumer culture research. ANT emerged initially from the sociol-
ogy of science and technology (SST) and science, technology and society (STS) and 
initially produced beginning studies of laboratories and scientific endeavour (Callon, 
1986; Latour, 1987), and quickly extending to research examining socio-technolog-
ical networks in a wide variety of contexts (Law, 1992; see also Bajde, 2013 for an 
excellent review). The primary driver of the emergence of ANT was the debates in 
SST and STS about the agency of technologies, and the dominant heroic stories of the 
production of science and technology. It can be argued therefore that the basis for the 
emergence of ANT was a critique of common-sense notions of subject/object rela-
tions that had become ossified in scientific and technological stories. The key central 
questions in SST/STS were around the relationship between people/society/science 
and technologies and the relationship of the scientist subject and his studied/discov-
ered objects. The fields of STS and SST prior to this were dominated by a dualist 
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argument (somewhat reified and simplified here due to space constraints) between 
social determinism and technological determinism (see MacKenzie and Wajcman 
(1999) and Latour (1992) for further reading on this). In social determinism the social 
(i.e. the human subjects) determined the shape of the technologies and discoveries 
that emerge, in other words, the needs, wants, desires and cultural mores of a society, 
and the human subjects involved directly in these areas, determine what science and 
technology produces and discovers. On the other hand, technological determinism 
arguments held that technologies and discoveries were not shaped or produced by 
human subjects like scientists, or by society, but emerge through the logic of heroic 
discovery, and in their turn shape society (and the activity of scientists and technolo-
gists) around them. It is likely that, as most readers would deduce, everyone under-
stood that a more complex combination of the two is going on, and the texts, read 
in depth, reflect that, but at the time in the early 1980s there was not a theoretical 
hook to hang an alternative explanation on. ANT then emerged as a hugely success-
ful and influential actor in its own right (see Law, 1999) to provide an alternative to 
the common-sense and essentialist subject/object dualism inherent in both of these 
accounts. To unpick that sentence, both accounts see an already pre-existing subject 
and object (an essentialist idea of what subject and object is – this is taken as common 
sense). The point of analysis in both is the relationship between the two (the relation 
between two already pre-existing entities) and the point of difference between them 
is merely from which way round comes the shaping of technology and society (i.e. 
where is the majority of the agency coming from). ANT handled subject/object rela-
tions and agency in a very different way. As Latour explains:

Those advocating the actor network approach agree with the social constructivist claim that 
sociotechnical systems are developed through negotiations between people, institutions, and 
organizations. But they make the additional interesting argument that artefacts are part of these 
negotiations as well. (Latour, 1992: 151)

Latour (1992) was at pains to argue for analyses that attended to what he called ‘the 
missing masses’, that is, the artefacts and objects that have been long ignored by 
theorists of social and cultural life. The ontological basis of ANT is material- semiotic 
(meaning and materiality are entangled and inseparable in analysis), and the research 
is based on in-depth ethnographic studies of networks of heterogeneous human and 
non-human actors (Haraway, 1991; Law, 1999), with a flat, symmetrical ontology 
which implies that all human and non-human participants in an analysis should be 
treated as equal, active participants. Agency, therefore is a central construct changed 
from the dominant ideas of agency outlined in the previous sections. Agency, as seen 
in the Western (particularly individualist neoliberal) cultures, relates to the ability to 
do reflexive, purposeful, goal-directed activity and is almost exclusively attached to 
the primary sentient being, namely human subjects (although other non-human 
animals – like dogs – get somewhat of a look in too). Objects, in this view, are seen 
as not having agency, and human society becomes a little paranoid and worried when 
stories emerge around non-human, non-sentient agentic developments (see for 
example, Belk, 2016). However, Latour (and other ANT theorists) argue that agency 
should be reconceptualised as an outcome of networks of actors, rather than an 
impulse or drive of the individual subject. Latour (2000: 192) argues that ‘purposeful 
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action and intentionality may not be properties of objects, but they are also not 
properties of humans either. They are properties of collectives of human and non-
humans’. Latour’s argument is that agency is linked to how the meaning and 
materiality of objects, bodies and other entities emerge. Agency is not something that 
human actors have (and apply) to the material world around them. The material object 
(and the subject) emerge as effects of the surrounding relations within which they are 
embedded. That is, meaning and materiality, subject and object, co-emerge and are 
co-constituted. Meaning and materiality are embedded within complex socio-material 
assemblages of people, things and ideas (Canniford and Shankar, 2013; see also 
DeLanda, 2006 for further insights into the assemblage concept). ‘ANT seeks to 
understand how these assemblages become stable or fail to achieve stability (Latour, 
2005)’ (Bettany, Kerrane and Hogg, 2014: 7). This not only means a change in what 
is deemed to have agency in analyses, but also in what agency as a concept actually 
means. Furthermore, again challenging the subject/object common-sense articulation, 
in this worldview subjects and objects are not essential things, pre-existing the 
analysis of their relation, but are also effects of the heterogeneous network, not only 
in terms of what kind of subject or object they emerge as within the network 
(remember the idea above that we naïve readers can see as sensible – that objects can 
carry meanings that make them more subject like, and vice versa) but in terms of the 
network actually producing them as object or subject per se. In both of the example 
texts I have used, these challenging ideas to the mainstream paradigm understanding 
of subject/object relations are evident. In Epp and Price’s work, the table has agency 
within the network and the analysis looks at the variable agencies produced by the 
network that change what might be seen as the essential nature of the table, it is 
commodified and decommodified, has a singularity that might vary depending on its 
locations within the network. In Bettany and Daly’s work, the deliberate choice 
(following Haraway, 2003) of an ambiguous subject/object (the dog) is used to 
understand how the processes of subjectification and objectification within the 
network result in complex regimes of care, and ontological oscillation of the dog, the 
human subject, the culture of dog exhibition and a myriad of other human and non-
human actors. As documented in Bettany (2016), other works drawing on these 
symmetrical, processual and emergent approaches to the subject/object relation in 
consumer research are: Bettany and Kerrane (2011), who use actor-network theory to 
examine how mass-produced plastic chicken coops are made and remade as important 
actors within the network of families in the context of the formation and maintenance 
of identification with a voluntary simplified lifestyle; Giesler (2012), who uses 
Callonian ANT theory (Callon, 1986) to theorise the market-making processes around 
doppelganger brand management using the example of Botox; Hui (2012), who 
examines mobile assemblages of people and bird-watching; Thomas, Price and Schau 
(2013), who use ANT, in their study of long-distance runners to examine how 
heterogeneous communities align their interests and achieve cohesion through 
resource-dependence; Bettany, Kerrane and Hogg (2014), who use ANT to theorise 
how caring technologies co-configure ambivalently gendered actor-networks within 
new family settings; Martin and Schouten (2014), who use ANT to theorise how 
consumers mobilise human and non-human actors to co-constitute products, practices 
and infrastructures towards new market emergence in the motorcycle industry; Epp, 
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Schau and Price (2014), who examine how brands and technologies mediate long-
distance family relationships; and Parmentier and Fischer (2015), who conceptualise 
brands as assemblages of heterogeneous components and examine how fans contribute 
to the destabilisation of a brand’s identity. Other writers have produced theoretical/
conceptual papers outlining this alternative approach to subject/object relations. 
Examples here include: rethinking ontologies of consumption as enacted through 
precarious networks of heterogeneous relations (Bajde, 2013); discussing as taken for 
granted the concepts of materiality, materialism and agency and connecting consumer 
research to high-level theorisations of materiality (Borgerson, 2014); outlining the 
differences between ANT and other consumer theories, taking into account non-
human actors (Belk, 2014); illustrating how non-representational theory can augment 
existing ANT applications in consumer research (Hill, Canniford and Mol, 2014); 
and, finally, Canniford and Badje’s (2016) excellent edited collection of work on the 
engagement of heterogeneous assemblages with consumer research studies.

Many of the above selection of works, it might be argued (and I include some of my 
own work in this critique), differ somewhat from the exemplar texts used to delineate 
in detail the theoretical debate on subject/object relations in consumer research. In 
them, the reader might find the ghost of humanism and the Western agentic subject (as 
exemplified in the ‘objects as primarily identity formation tools’ paradigm critiqued 
above) are very much present! I argue that this has occurred for two reasons. Firstly, as 
mentioned before, interpretive and culturally oriented works’ roots in the humanistic, 
semiotic approach to consumer research (e.g. Hirschman, 1986) that was a necessary 
political response to mainstream positivism continues to make the emphasis on human 
meaning and action the dominating worldview. Secondly, and perhaps more conten-
tiously, I would argue that due to consumer research being dominated by US journals 
(particularly JCR and JM) it perhaps unreflexively mirrors the neoliberal political 
ideology that reflects the political conditions (i.e. the USA) from which it emerges. 
The neoliberal political worldview sees the human (consumer) subject as free, choos-
ing, and with primary agential power. The neoliberal subject has an individualist pur-
view, with responsibility for the self, and human outcomes are rendered through free, 
autonomous (consumer) choices made within a competitive market-based political 
economy (Ball, 2012). Taking this as the starting point for analysis of subject/object 
relations it then becomes highly problematic to reconfigure consumer agency as made 
up in the multiplicity of material-semiotic heterogeneous actor networks within which 
it emerges, much less that objects and non-human others should be dealt with sym-
metrically in analysis, or that human intentionality needs to be carefully written out 
of accounts. In reading (particularly US published) accounts drawing on theoretical 
approaches that challenge the common-sense subject/object relation assumptions of 
neo-liberalism ‘one can read the struggles between the lines … consumers assemble 
experiences and collectives, managers struggle with brands and markets, consumers 
make markets using resources’ (Bettany, 2016: 192). I recognise these struggles very 
well from my own encounters with reviewers! Although all of the works ostensibly 
draw on symmetrical and emergent ontologies in terms of subject/object relations, it 
might be a worthwhile exercise for the reader new to these debates to try to categorise 
the empirical works above into those where the Western humanist, agentic consumer 
subject still stalks the pages, and those where the ontological symmetry and emergent 
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nature of subject and object is, as far as possible, theoretically expressed. Please note 
though in this exercise, the aim is not to critique the authors but rather to critique the 
conditions of possibility of the discipline.

subjeCT/objeCT relaTions: TheoreTiCal underPinnings

Having written a substantial amount outlining and then challenging the dominant idea 
about (human/consumer) subjects and the kind of agency implied in our Western 
understanding of them, using three exemplar texts (Belk, 1988; Bettany and Daly, 
2008; Epp and Price, 2010) to draw boundaries between the dominant and challenging 
theoretical paradigms of subject/object relations in interpretive work within the disci-
pline of consumer research, it is necessary now to dig down into the theoretical vista 
of objects, things and materiality to further develop the discussion on subject/object 
relations in consumer culture. The key concepts used to theorise subject/object rela-
tions in consumer culture studies have been materiality, objects and affordances. As 
described above, objects in interpretive qualitative work in consumer research have 
tended historically to be defined in terms of something that ‘groups use’ to construct 
‘practices, identities and meanings – to make collective sense of their environments 
and to orient their members’ experiences and lives’ (Arnould and Thompson, 2005: 
869), with, as I have argued above, an enduring humanist flavour. However, the wider 
social sciences around cultural studies handle ‘the object’ very differently.

One of the primary theorists of materiality in relation to consumer culture is Daniel 
Miller (1987), who, in the relational ontology tradition, akin to Latourian work cited 
above, for example, seeks to challenge the subject/object dualism and understand how 
we consume with and through material objects. He is situated within material cul-
ture studies, an interdisciplinary space for research into the ways in which ‘artefacts 
are implicated in the construction, maintenance and transformation of social identi-
ties … the investigation of the relationship between people and things irrespective of 
time and space’ (Miller and Tilley, 1996: 5). This relation is seen as an ongoing dia-
lectic rather than dichotomy, as in subject creating object creating subject (Geismar, 
2011). Miller’s first book directly dealing with this area, Material Culture and Mass 
Consumption (1987), was the start of an ongoing large and prolific publishing career 
that is international and multi-audience in scope, and recently has fully embraced the 
new technological vista of society, for example Facebook and social media, in relation 
to consumption and life (Horst and Miller, 2013). The importance of Miller’s work is 
outlined by Borgerson (2009), where she makes the point that Miller has highlighted the 
oft-ignored relation between ‘consumption-based assumptions and theories of materi-
ality’ (Borgerson, 2009: 155) and argues that Miller’s position vis-à-vis this relation, as 
outlined in this early book, drawing on a hybrid rendering of subject/object relations, is 
that ‘consumption is a process by which human beings materialise or objectify values 
and meanings’ and ‘resolve conflicts and paradoxes in everyday life’. Objectification  
is an important concept in Miller’s work, where, drawing on Hegel, he shows how value 
and meaning, for example, pass between people and things in a dialectical relation. 
Objectification refers to the activity by which human beings fashion themselves in the 
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external world through consumption activities, by which he means ‘the diverse appro-
priations by which consumers turn impersonal, standard commodities into personal, 
singular possessions. This activity of appropriation is “consumption work”’ (Foster, 
2011: 44, see also Miller, 1987). Although Miller’s work is kaleidoscopic, and one 
needs to read a range of his work to reflect and understand this, for the purposes of 
this chapter about subject/object relations and consumer culture, the book I would rec-
ommend to early readers on materiality and consumption would be Stuff (2010). The 
aim of Stuff is to provide an account of Daniel Miller’s personal and research anthol-
ogy over around thirty years of his ethnographic study of material culture. In terms of 
theoretical positioning, vis-à-vis the subject/object relation, Stuff characterizes much of 
Miller’s work, as it is a pulling together of the different and diverse strands of his work, 
to give a broad picture of the range of work (and perspectives on material culture) by 
this author. Stuff illustrates Miller’s more anthropological, dialogic rendering of the 
subject/object dualism to ANT, for example, which has tended in some treatments to 
focus more on the object in the analysis. I would characterize many ANT studies as 
shading into more of an object-oriented ontology (OOO) than Miller’s work, but would 
also note that for me this flipping of (privileging of) the object in analyses is a neces-
sary political move to counter the primacy of the human subject in analyses (see also 
Blackhurst, 2015; Campbell and McHugh, 2016). As might be expected from someone 
situated within anthropology, the context and descriptions in Miller’s work are rich 
and his work is theoretically diverse. As Hart (2010) in his review of Stuff argues, Stuff 
typifies Miller’s approach throughout his work that ‘people not only make things, but 
things make people, that is, we are unconsciously shaped by the artefacts that surround 
us’. This illustrates that, in common with ANT, Miller does not begin his analyses with 
an essentialised notion of what the subject or object of his study is, in contrast to the 
Western common-sense notions of this as reflected in much of consumer studies, and 
outlined above, but sees what is the subject and the object as outcomes of relations. It 
is for this reason he forms an important part of what might be called the oppositional 
paradigm to the dominant views on subject/object relations, as recounted earlier.

A new entrant into the lexicon of consumer culture studies vis-à-vis subject/object 
relations is the concept of affordances. This is not a new concept in itself but one 
that has gradually started creeping into stories of assemblages, socio-techno networks 
and distributed agency, of the approaches outlined above when applied to consumer 
culture theorisations. As argued above, socio-material approaches derive from and 
are mainly utilised to analyse human-technology relations. Technologies are seen 
as constructed in reciprocal socio-material relations, where it is assumed that 
technological objects have certain ‘affordances’ that suggest what potentials they 
offer in a relation with the user (Akrich and Latour, 1992; Bloomfield et al., 2010; 
Pfaffenberger, 1992). The idea of affordances, originally from ecological psychology 
(Gibson, 1979) was developed as a theory to help understand from an interactionist 
perspective how abilities and constraints in action are based on relational agent 
situation interactions. Put simply:

in any interaction involving an agent with some other system, conditions that enable  
that interaction include some properties of the agent along with some properties of the other 
system … affordance refers to whatever it is about the environment that contributes to the kind 
of interaction that occurs. (Greeno, 1994: 338)
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It is therefore a theory about object (‘environment’) agency as defined within a set 
of relations. Affordance theory migrated to studies of the socio-technical, and here it 
is argued that they ‘are not reducible to their material constitution’, that is they are 
not a list of features, ‘but are inextricably bound up with specific, historically situ-
ated modes of engagement and ways of life’ and that analysis should focus on ‘how 
specific action possibilities emerge’ (Bloomfield et al., 2010: 420). In other words, 
it is a means to understanding the possibilities of what can be done (possible agen-
cies) as a result of the relation between subject and object, what activities and con-
straints the object/subject relation affords. As Gibson (1979/1986) argues, affordance 
cuts across the subject/object dichotomy, and he was at pains to dismiss the notion 
that meaning and opportunities for action of objects are products of the human or 
animal mind (Withagen et al., 2012). As a means to study the attribution of action 
possibilities in relation to technologies, affordance theory has been utilised in studies 
of how disability gets constituted alongside technological artefacts such as comput-
ers (Bloomfield et al., 2010); the affordances of play areas for children’s physical 
development (Sandseter, 2009); the consumption of music in a digital age (Nowak, 
2016); how poor youths and mobile phone usage objectified the digital divide in Sri 
Lanka (Wijetunga, 2014); how learners and mobile learning institutions are linked 
and produce technologies designated as ‘for learning’ (Wright and Parchoma, 2011); 
the moral affordances of alternative tourism, through the digital site couchsurfing.
com (Molz, 2013); technologies of social media in organisations, with specific 
regard to the emergence of new organisational communications styles (Treem and 
Leonardi, 2012); and how new digital technologies and backpackers create new 
forms of tourism and mobile society (Molz and Paris, 2015). In consumer research, 
although, as mentioned above, the term affordance/s has started to be mentioned in 
specific research, it is very early days in terms of developing affordance theory. A 
search of the Journal of Consumer Research (04/01/17) found several very recent 
articles within this school that mention affordances but do not conceptualise or theo-
rise the term (Dolbec and Fischer, 2015; Figueiredo and Scaraboto, 2016). As men-
tioned, although the term has crept into the lexicon, it has not been the articulated 
focus of the work, and has therefore, understandably, not been defined nor conceptu-
alised. One recent paper (Bettany and Kerrane, 2016), within studies of consumer 
culture, that has addressed this hiatus has used a combination of affordance theory 
and neutralisation theory to examine the uptake and consumption of a controversial 
product, the child surveillance tracker. This is an electronic, GPS and often SIM-
enabled device that parents buy to track the movement of their children. It has found 
that the positive and negative affordances rendered between parents, children and the 
product co-enact and cohere ambivalent parental styles of laissez-faire and over-
controlling parenting in the accounts of parents using this technology. The impor-
tance of this for thinking about subject/object relations and consumer culture is to 
take a social-psychological theory, oft used to understand and theorise controversial 
consumption and how consumers rationalise and justify their use and purchase of 
them, neutralisation theory – a theory that makes assumptions about the dominant 
perspective on subject/object relations – and engage it with a theory that assumes the 
challenging paradigm’s perspective on object and subject relations, including the 
relational agency of the consumer subject and their consumption object. In doing 
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this, new and fresh understandings of how consumers, together with the action pos-
sibilities and constraints of their consumption objects, collectively make sense of 
their consumption in terms of (in this case) parental style. Understanding the often 
conflicting agencies that emerge from this relation can, we argue, help designers, 
marketers and policy makers to gain new insights that cannot be found in studies of 
the human subject/social alone.

A final influence on the theories of subject/object relations I will discuss in cul-
tural studies of culture, consumption and materiality, is feminist material-semiotics, 
as outlined and promulgated primarily by Donna Haraway. Coming from a feminist 
perspective, for Haraway, and many other feminist theorists, dualisms (like subject/
object) and the way that these are assigned, performed and hierarchised have been 
a key and enduring political target. This is because in their hierarchies, they often 
reflect the binary masculine/feminine, so for example, women are culturally reduced 
to the body (object/nature), and men to the mind (subject/culture). This reflects the 
masculinist and patriarchal Cartesian underpinnings of much common-sense cultural 
understanding. Material-semiotics recognises that the material world of things and 
the semiotic (how meaning is made) are co-constitutive and emergent, and as such 
akin to the subject/object hybridity of the alternative theories outlined above. In fact, 
John Law, one of the primary theorists associated with the emergence and success 
of ANT has argued that it is better to talk about material-semiotics than ANT, as the 
former ‘catches the openness, uncertainty, revisability and diversity of the most inter-
esting work’ (Law, 2008: 142). Haraway, being primarily a feminist, has critiqued the 
ostensibly acritical nature of ANT and asked what difference do such studies make, 
and as such, using her binary-challenging material-semiotic tropes, like the cyborg 
and companion species, unpicks worlds that might be otherwise, through challeng-
ing taken-for-granted formulations of the way things are. The cyborg (cybernetic 
organism), her most influential trope, is used to destabilise the subject/object (and 
concomitantly the human/non-human) binaries to unpick the cultural assumptions 
about them written into scientific, political, popular and academic accounts and to 
the detriment of marginalised groups and inequalities. Her later work uses compan-
ion species (Haraway, 2003), notably, dogs, as a way to disrupt the subject/object 
binary. This use of a mundane (pet dog) rather than mythical, futuristic (cyborg) trope 
is deliberate, and illustrates the hybrid nature of the commonplace. I used this as a 
theoretical lens in my critique chapter and the example paper given above (Bettany, 
2007; Bettany and Daly, 2008), deliberately looking at dog exhibition and breeding 
cultures, an often denigrated, not-taken-seriously context, to show how nationalities, 
histories, cultures and worlds are built from the assumptions around these mundane 
but taken from granted subject/object and nature/culture binaries, and what consumer 
culture theory can learn from this. Haraway’s subject/object hybridity stems from her 
feminist politics, and can be understood as an intervention in the dominant ideas of 
purity and the ‘truth’ of essential binary structures around culture and the systems of 
knowing of it. Here she draws on the work of anthropologist Mary Douglas (1966) 
about how the body is ‘made up’ culturally, and not an essential taken-for-granted, 
where hybridity and impurity are seen as taboo and liminal, and she uses deliberate 
tropes of impurity (like the Cyborg) to expose and challenge the binary certainties 
underpinning much inequality. This positions her work differently to all of the above, 
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although she allies herself with both cultural studies and science studies, within which 
all are located, what distinguishes her work is that her quest is to produce knowl-
edge of the world that can disrupt structured inequalities and knowledge regimes and 
unquestioned realities, particularly scientific objectivism, that keep these structured 
inequalities obdurately commonplace and natural, ‘knowledge-power processes  
that inscribe and materialise the world in some forms rather than others’ (Haraway, 
1997: 7). To explain further, if subjects and objects are being ‘made up’ in relations, 
then there can be the assumption that different orderings or types of those relations 
can make up different subjects and objects, with different outcomes for the world. 
What Haraway calls ‘the relentless commitment to show the established disorder is 
not necessary, nor perhaps even real. The world can be otherwise’ (Haraway, 1994: 
64). Newcomers to Haraway’s work on subject/object relations (and other structuring 
binaries) might begin with the book Modest Witness (Haraway, 1997), particularly 
the way she presents material entities, the foetus, chip, seed, bomb, etc. and unpicks 
their imploded worlds of meaning and materiality, agency and agencies and her use 
of them in ‘tearing down the Berlin wall between the world of subjects and the world 
of objects’ (Haraway, 1997: 270).

subjeCT/objeCT relaTions: FuTure PossibiliTies

In terms of future developments for subject/object theorising vis-à-vis consumer 
culture research, I see great possibilities in particularly affordance theory. This, 
firstly, is because I think that the concept of affordances allows a softer way in to 
relational agency for the US-dominated neoliberal sub-discipline of consumer cul-
ture theory. The action possibilities idea enables a common-sense (although not 
strictly ontologically correct) understanding of human choice, that sits more easily 
with the aforementioned neoliberal political underpinnings. It is for this reason that, 
I would argue, it has started to emerge within the consumer culture theory lexicon. 
Secondly, in terms of the broader study of consumer culture I think it also has the 
promise to engage with and intervene in many sociological and psychological theo-
ries of consumer relations with material objects, beyond its current focus on tech-
nologies. In the example paper given above, I think that I have shown it can provide 
an alternative lens to understanding consumer cultures. On the other ontological 
extreme from humanism lies another future possibility for scholars interested in 
alternative paradigms of subject/object relations, object-oriented ontology (OOO) 
(see Campbell and McHugh, 2016 for a review). This approach is not, as far as I 
know, currently explored in studies of consumer culture, and thus it does not form 
part of my substantive review. However, OOO, rendered through Lingis (1998) 
asserts that our worlds are filled with non-human imperatives, to which we respond 
as objects. Further, and reminiscent of Haraway’s imploded nodes of bomb, chip, 
foetus, gene, within OOO the concept of the hyperobject (Morton, 2013), an object 
massively distributed in space and time, also provides a fruitful and alternative onto-
logical basis to explore the subject/object relation. It is somewhat of a misnomer to 
use this here, as OOO views everything as an object, and object/object relations are 
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a focus. Bradshaw and Canniford (2010) (also see Canniford and Bradshaw, 2016) 
allude to the concept of hyperobjects in terms of how excrement is ubiquitous and 
thus resistant to disposition, a key concept in consumer research; hyperobjects like 
bacteria, ozone (or poo) cannot be ‘put away’ (Campbell and McHugh, 2016: 96) or 
disposed of. This directs the consumer culture researcher to the object as the centre 
of analysis in what might be described as a radical anti-humanist stance. The final 
area recommended for development in studies of consumer culture vis-à-vis the 
subject/object relation is feminist material semiotics. The reason for this selection 
returns me to my original critical work (Bettany, 2007) and, more particularly, my 
revisiting of this critique in Bettany (2016). Studies of consumer culture and materi-
ality remain stubbornly acritical, and the interrogation of the rendering of the sub-
ject/object relation lies, I suggest, at the heart of a possible revitalised critique. As 
outlined above, Haraway’s material-semiotics exposes the making up and hardening 
of categories, through binary opposition, where we take for granted ‘what fits 
where’. In one example, in terms of ascription to subject and object, the turn to more 
language, or semiotically driven understandings of consumer culture, in the face of 
a new digital world, concepts such as dematerialisation, immateriality and liquid 
consumption (as discussed in Belk, 2013; Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012; Bardhi et al., 
2012) have emerged. Material-semiotics can be employed within this conceptual 
universe to unpick and challenge the processes of the subjectification and objectifica-
tion of human and non-human actors. So, for example, the serially interchangeable, 
dislocated (i.e. usually migrant), unconnected (i.e. not employed) worker, becomes 
as much an object within this world as his car, or the smart phone used to summon 
him by the privileged subject consumer. In this raced, classed (and often gendered) 
system of liquidised (I chose that word carefully, for this is a violence) bodies, and 
hyper-subjectified (i.e. with enhanced agency) consumers, a challenger theory that 
explicitly examines the making and ossification through consumer culture, and its 
theories, of the subject/object binary and its politics, is invaluable.

ConClusion

In conclusion, in this chapter I have attempted to outline the region of discourse 
around the subject/object relation in consumer culture studies. Firstly, to introduce 
the reader to this complex field I outlined a common-sense understanding of this 
relation, the terms of the debate – subject, object and agency – and gave some 
illustrative examples to explore what many readers might recognise as a commonplace 
understanding, but one which is quite specific to predominantly Western, neoliberal 
cultures; that is, that the subject is largely seen as hierarchically superior, with 
agency, and human, and the object is seen as secondary to, non-agentic, often non-
sentient, and non-human. I then outlined my own engagement with the debates 
around subject/object relations, specifically, my interventions into the field of 
consumer culture theory, a sub-discipline of consumer behaviour research with a 
humanistic history that has coloured, and arguably continues the colour, the 
theorisation around this important structural binary. I then presented three example 
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texts to illustrate the dominant paradigm around subject/object relations in consumer 
culture theory, and its paradigmatic alternatives. Having done this, I outlined some 
of the major approaches and theorists that have been drawn upon from the broader 
social/scientific disciplines to formulate these alternative and successor approaches 
to subject/object relations. These approaches, although not a definitive list, outline 
broadly the background ontologies and politics of alternative approaches to guide the 
reader into a fuller understanding of the differences and similarities of the approaches 
on offer. These approaches are the ANT school, the work on material culture by 
Daniel Miller, affordances theory, and feminist material-semiotics. The reason for 
the choices made, are to offer the reader a cross-section of alternatives to the 
dominant humanist paradigm, not just in terms of differences ontologically, that is, 
the differences between how the humanist and ANT approaches see subject and 
object, but also politically, that is, how all the other approaches differ from feminist 
material-semiotics in that the politics of the subject/object relation are implicated in 
the structuring not only of inequalities, but that material-semiotic analyses can be 
used to expose fragility in seemingly taken-for-granted and obdurate power 
structures and suggest interventions towards possible different realities.
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Another Consumer Culture 

Theory. An ANT Look at 
Consumption, or How ‘Market-

things’ Help ‘Cultivate’ 
Consumers

Franck Cochoy and Alexandre Mal lard

inTroduCTion

For more than forty years now, the field of consumer research has experienced an 
endless controversy about who and what consumers are, how they think and act, and 
how they should be studied. The main dispute opposes (on the one hand) the views 
of economists and psychologists, who conceive consumers as rational individual 
agents, possibly subject to various cognitive biases, and (on the other hand) the 
theories of other social scientists and marketing analysts, who insist on the 
importance of situated practices and consumer culture (Arnould and Thompson, 
2005). However, both views implicitly agree that consumption rests on consumer 
behavior and, consequently, that understanding markets amounts to studying 
consumers and their logic, be they calculative or cognitive schemes for economists 
and psychologists, brain structures for neuromarketers, or consumer culture for 
qualitative and interpretive consumer researchers.

But before looking at the consumer, would it not be wise to look at what the con-
sumer looks at? If the consumer points at a package on a shelf, should we not study 
the package and the packaging profession as well as the consumer? What does ‘con-
sumer culture’ mean? Until now, consumer culture has been understood as some 
mental/immaterial ideas, feelings, ideologies, knowledge, and so on. Would it not 
be helpful to depart from this classic view of culture by referring to what the word 
means in biology and farming? In other words, is not marketing about ‘cultivating’ 
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consumers by using different means and devices that play on consumers’ dispositions 
of course, but that also shape and redefine them?

This chapter aims to show that actor-network theory (ANT) helps raise and answer 
such questions. Since the mid-1980s, actor-network theorists have successfully 
shown the extent to which non-human entities contribute to reshaping who actors 
are and what they do. Their approach calls for a renewal of ‘consumer research’ by 
broadening and redefining it as ‘consumption research’. Indeed, studying consump-
tion has for too long been confused with studying consumers. Of course, consumer 
research had merit in showing that consumer behavior partly rests on processes that 
call for the expertise of anthropology, sociology, and psychology (Cova and Cova, 
2009). But other works have pointed to the role of market professionals: by using 
their specialized knowledge to frame and shape economic exchanges, marketing 
managers, retailers, merchandisers, and logisticians clearly contribute to orienting 
consumption behavior (Araujo et  al., 2010; Cayla and Zwick, 2011; Cochoy and 
Dubuisson-Quellier, 2013). Finally, other studies have focused on the contribution of 
‘market-things’ (product innovation, merchandising devices, packaging, price tags, 
and so on) (Cochoy, 2007b, 2008, 2015). Actor-network theory proposes revisit-
ing consumption phenomena at the crossroads of the three perspectives. Indeed, it 
implies studying market professionals, market devices, and consumers at the same 
time, without restricting the analysis to one of them. Our purpose is to present an 
overview of the origins, foundations, and orientations of this approach. We will first 
present the basic notions of ANT and highlight the ‘object-oriented sociology’ it 
proposes. Then, we will show how this approach could enrich the analysis of con-
sumption processes.1

aCTor-neTwork Theory: elemenTs oF an  
‘objeCT-orienTed soCiology’

Let us introduce actor-network theory (ANT) and its potential for consumer 
research. Although no specific genealogy is available, three figures are usually 
acknowledged behind research stream: Michel Callon, Bruno Latour, and John Law. 
The early development was fueled by the work of Madeleine Akrich, Antoine 
Hennion, and their colleagues at the Centre de Sociologie de l’Innovation. It was 
largely developed at the international level in the 1990s, and is nowadays viewed as 
a theoretical affiliation or as a field to challenge, in disciplines as diverse as science 
and technology studies (Law and Hassard, 1999), urban planning and geography 
(Farias and Bender, 2010), organization sciences (Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005), 
and management and marketing (Araujo et al., 2010). Here, we propose to present 
two articles written by two of its main founders. The first article, written by Michel 
Callon, is usually referred to for a particularly clear expression of why and how we 
should take into account ‘non-human’ entities in sociological analysis. The second, 
written by Bruno Latour, offers a striking formulation of what this approach implies 
for the philosophy of action.
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Accounting Symmetrically for the Humans and Non-humans 
Engaged in Scientific and Technical Innovation

Michel Callon’s most famous article, and probably his most useful paper to thinking 
differently about consumer phenomena, is paradoxically an article to which students 
of economic sociology or marketing would pay no attention, as it would appear 
completely anecdotal or irrelevant to them. Indeed, this article is not about a market 
case, but about a scientific experiment. Specifically, it tells how a group of marine 
biologists once tried (without success!) to domesticate a Japanese species of scallops 
in the Bay of Saint-Brieuc, France (Callon, 1986). To achieve this objective, these 
scientists undertook various operations to enlist their colleagues, some fishermen, 
and also the scallops themselves in their project. Specifically, they tried to persuade 
each of the three groups of actors that none of them could reach its own goals 
(writing articles for the scientists, preserving their activity for fishermen, multiplying 
themselves for the scallops) without joining the scientists’ domestication project.  
But apart from the exotic character of this story, we must not forget the subtitle  
of the article, ‘a sociology of translation’: the case study is primarily an educational 
tool aimed at building, illustrating, and validating a complete theory. The latter is 
transposable to any sociological object and particularly, as we shall see, to the 
analysis of the market.

To understand Callon’s approach, we must recall that it was defined as an answer 
to the shortcomings of traditional sociological theories when applied to scientific 
activity: even though this activity is about bringing into existence novel non-human 
entities with original capacities and properties (particles that travel space at the speed 
of light, chemical molecules that combine with each other, planets that exert gravita-
tion forces, etc.), sociology failed to recognize the authors, arguing that action should 
remain the inalienable property of human beings and the social groups they form.

Callon’s approach to dealing with this situation is based on three fundamental 
principles: first, he proposes a ‘generalized agnosticism’, which aims to encourage 
researchers to question the natural causes as well as the social forces that are sup-
posed to determine the observed phenomena. This first principle is best understood 
when one refers to the second, the ‘principle of generalized symmetry’. Having 
observed that the fulfillment of a project always combines material and social forces, 
Callon refuses to decide that the explanatory power of the first should be necessarily 
weaker than that of the second (generalized agnosticism). He thus asks research-
ers not to separate the one from the other (generalized symmetry): human and non-
human entities take their share in any action, and must thus be treated symmetrically. 
In other words, for Callon and his colleagues, scientific discoveries and innovations 
are not the results of pure social processes, but the result of a ‘successful alignment’ 
between human and non-human agencies. This last idea is derived from the third 
and final principle: that of ‘free association’. Instead of deciding in advance who 
(and what) matters and acts, and who (and what) is related to whom or what, Callon 
recommends instead compiling a list of relevant actors and actions from observations 
of the network made up of all the elements involved in a given practice. This theory 
of translation is also a methodology based on the thick description of such a network. 
To conduct the survey and understand the action, no external sociological knowledge 
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is needed. If a new entity is named and involved in the network, it must be listed, its 
action should be recorded, and its connections described, whether or not this entity 
is human.

Translation, in this context, is therefore defined as an operation in which an actor 
tries to move another one away from its position or original goals in order to bring 
it, him, or her to a different position or to other objectives. Beyond the specific ana-
lytical tools that Callon offers to analyze the translation process, and its sub-parts of 
‘problematization’, ‘interessement’,2 ‘enrollment’, and ‘mobilization’, what matters 
is the construction of a narrative in which all the entities involved in the situation 
are described with the same vocabulary. For instance, no difference in principle is 
made between the scallops and the human actors (fishermen, other researchers) in the 
account created to explain how the ones and the others do or do not support the pro-
ject of marine biologists (all of them ‘act’, ‘resist,’ ‘cooperate’, and so on, although 
of course differently given their specific nature and characteristics).

This case is easily transferable to consumer issues. Let us replace the scallops with 
any new good or service and substitute marketing professionals for scientists (on the 
one hand) and consumers, manufacturers, or service providers for fishermen (on the 
other): it becomes obvious that marketing objects, as in the case of scallops, is all 
about interesting the partners who take part in the exchange, detaching goods from 
their competitors, attracting users, and enlisting a set of allies and resources to mobi-
lize and represent them appropriately. Beyond this analogy, which brings the history 
of scallops to concerns related to consumption, what matters is the single project of 
a sociology that gives a strong status to non-human entities – or, in the case that we 
will address, to market objects and things – or ‘market-things’.3

A Relational Definition of Action

This reintegration of objects in sociological analysis has a consequence: the need to 
provide a new definition for the concept of action. This need is echoed repeatedly in 
the actor-network literature. It is clearly expressed in a text where Bruno Latour 
addresses the issue of ‘interobjectivity’ (Latour, 1996). Provocatively, Latour says 
that the common definition of interaction – a situation in which two physically 
copresent actors communicate and adapt their behavior based on the behavior of the 
other – is more appropriate to account for the organization of simian societies than 
human ones: with apes, indeed, each interaction is a moment when individuals expe-
rience and test the hierarchical relationships at stake, and thus replay, enact, and 
construct the global social order within their particular group (Strum and Latour, 
1987). By contrast, with humans, interactions rest on other ‘ingredients’ that do not 
exist in ape societies and that the usual definition of interaction ignores: human 
actions involve material things that play a central role in establishing and stabilizing 
the social order. What makes the difference between human and ape is less humans’ 
cultural or cognitive skills than humans’ ability to inscribe their rules into a set of 
material objects.

Latour emphasizes that two people who interact engage a series of objects in their 
relationship that are external to their actual interaction. These objects were forged 
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elsewhere, by others, and for purposes other than the interaction at stake: the clothes 
that mark their identities, the words they use to communicate, various technical 
devices that help define the scope of their exchange (walls, windows, doors, com-
munication tools, etc.). Therefore, no human relationship exists without the things 
that help define its texture, extension, and meaning. But how can we account for 
the specific contribution of objects in such a context? Latour says that one should 
depart from three conventional views that social scientists have developed vis-à-vis 
the commitment of objects in action: objects have been conceived ‘as invisible and 
faithful tools, as the determining superstructure and as a projection screen’ (Latour, 
1996: 235). In the first case, the object appears as a pure means of action, conveying 
an intention without adding anything to it. In the second case, the object belongs to a 
material context that determines social relations and acts autonomously on humans. 
In the third case, objects are there to reflect the social status of individuals. Although 
Latour does not explicitly refer to them, it is easy to recognize three classic positions 
in social sciences: the theories of rational action, in which the objects are part of the 
resources mobilized to achieve the aims of an action that is decided independently; 
that of Marxism, for which the degree of technological development of a society is 
part of the infrastructure that helps determine the elements of the superstructure, 
like culture, morality, etc.; and that of Durkheimian tradition and all its derivative 
forms, in which objects are seen essentially as signs conveying the binding force of 
the social group that acts on each individual. None of these conceptions provides a 
positive account of the capacity of things to act in social relations, for example in the 
course of interactions.

Faced with these three conceptions, Latour claims that it is the action itself that 
must be redefined. In order to do so, he proposes moving away from a conception in 
which action has an origin, a purpose, and a clearly defined direction, to a ‘relational’ 
conception of action, in which the latter stems from the composition of beings with 
each other. Action is not a property that can be traced in a being or an other. It is a dis-
tributed force that emerges from the relationships human beings have with each other. 
Therefore, the constitutive opposition between the active voice (‘I act’) and the passive 
voice (‘I am acted upon by’) is a false alternative that Latour proposes to replace with 
another mode of action, the ‘make one act’.4 In order to illustrate this idea, Latour 
evokes the image of the puppeteer. The game of the puppet cannot be interpreted as 
a pure and simple enactment of the puppeteer’s theatrical intentions. The character’s 
action is of course the result of the puppeteer’s will and of the movements of his 
hands that enact this will. But the character’s action is also the expression of the pup-
pet itself, and of what this puppet can transmit with the specific capacity of incarna-
tion and movement embedded in its technical design and aesthetic characteristics. 
The puppeteer does not control his puppet any more than the puppet controls the 
puppeteer; however, it is the puppet as well as the puppeteer who makes the couple 
they form do something (‘make one do’). It should be noted that such a conception 
does not imply a nihilist or anthropomorphic tropism, to ignore all the differences 
between the protagonists involved in action, and in particular to confuse human and 
non-human agencies. Beings engaged in action fall within ‘differentiated ontologies’; 
they evidence different properties, and these properties are what make the action pos-
sible as a composition of differentiated and distributed capabilities (intelligence, will, 



another Consumer Culture theory 389

beliefs on the human side; force, durability, materiality on the object side, even if 
humans also have a material dimension with their body, and if objects more and more 
incorporate cognitive features, especially in the field of electronic devices).

To summarize this conception, we can refer to a very vivid illustration that Latour 
proposes at the end of his text, in which he adopts the point of view of a shepherd 
using a wooden barrier to prevent his sheep from escaping while he is asleep. How 
can we understand the role of the barrier in the interaction between the sheep and 
the shepherd?

Who is acting while I am asleep? Me, the carpenters, and the fence. Am I expressed in this fence 
as if I had actualized outside of myself a competence that I possessed in potential form? Not in 
the slightest. The fence doesn’t look at all like me. It is not an extension of my arms or of my dog. 
It is completely beyond me. It is an actant in its own right. Did it appear all of a sudden out of 
objective matter ready to crush my poor fragile, sleepy body with its material constraints? No, I 
went folding myself into it precisely because it did not have the same durability, duration, plasti-
city, temporality – in short the same ontology as me. … Are the sheep interacting with me when 
they bump their muzzles against the rough pine planks? Yes, but they are interacting with a me 
that is, thanks to the fence, disengaged, delegated, translated and multiplied. … Any time an 
interaction has temporal and spatial extension, it is because one has shared it with non-humans. 
(Latour, 1996: 239)

Acting is about making people and things do ‘something’, and objects play a central 
role in this process. Let’s now see how these precepts can be useful for the analysis 
of consumption phenomena.

an anThroPology oF ‘markeT-Things’

This introduction to the actor-network theory literature right away suggests a meta-
phor for grasping how to redefine consumption: it might be a matter of ‘cultivating 
consumers’ similar to the process of ‘breeding scallops’ or ‘farming sheep’, that is 
to say, enrolling various non-humans to reconfigure the resources of action in the 
consumption situation. Yet we need to go beyond this intuitive metaphor and follow 
Michel Callon, Bruno Latour, and their colleagues to examine how the ‘acting 
things’ organize the relationship between goods and their consumers. Among these, 
the consumer goods come first, and a large part of current research in ‘actor-network 
inspired’ market studies is about the manufacture of products in the dynamics of 
innovation. But other works from the same research stream also explore the contribu-
tion of another type of things involved in consumption, namely the ‘market-things’ 
that stage the shopping scenes.

Consumption Viewed from the Path of Innovation

The actor-network approach first leads to a study of marketing goods as things, and, 
to be precise, as things that have been developed by diverse and varied protagonists 
to be delivered to persons who are highly elusive, ‘the consumers’. This approach 
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captures consumption less through the common and regular practices that enact it 
(shopping, eating, enjoying cultural activities, entertaining oneself, etc.) than through 
the uncertain encounter between products and their public as it occurs through the 
innovation process. This opens a question about what consumption owes to the par-
ticular history that gave birth to the product. Among the innovation studies con-
ducted within the actor-network school, many cases directly address consumer 
products, for instance in the fields of nutrition (Méadel and Rabeharisoa, 2001; Teil 
et  al., 2011), cultural products (Hennion, 2015a), communication technologies 
(Akrich, 1993a; Akrich and Méadel, 2006; Canu and Mallard, 2006; Mallard, 2012; 
Méadel, 1994), luxury goods (Trébuchet-Breitwiller, 2015), and energy consumption 
(Akrich, 1993b). But what matters here is the more general approach of research on 
innovation, regardless of the type of product concerned. Research has particularly 
underscored the diversity of actors involved in the story that goes from ‘the great 
inventor’ who got the idea of the product, to the consumer whose needs and desires 
it satisfies, as if by magic. The intermediary actors who intervene behind this bilat-
eral fable of marketing felicity and make it workable are marketers, manufacturers, 
consultants, designers, advertisers, distributors, merchandisers, and so on. It is the 
specific role of each of these mediators and the nature of the trajectory along which 
they follow each other that are brought into question.

To understand this trajectory, we must abandon a first image that comes to mind, 
that of the product passing from hand to hand from conception to consumption, like a 
rugby ball flies from player to player until the marking of the final try: while the oval 
ball reaches its destination without being changed at all during the course of the game, 
the product very often evolves to suit the dynamics of innovation. ‘No movement with-
out transformation’, says one of the first precepts of Callon’s sociology of translation. 
Innovation thus follows a trajectory in which the product, the entities that make it, and 
how it acts upon other entities, happen to be continuously reshaped and transformed.5

In the same way that the genesis of a good refers to various actors and different 
transformations, consumption may itself be developed into multiple processes. It can 
be understood, for example, from the perspective of how the product is sold, or from 
the perspective of how we actually experience it (the moment of use or consump-
tion, in its strict meaning, of food products, for instance). For certain categories of 
economic goods, the purchase and consumption of the product overlap and are inter-
twined (see the consumption of a meal in a restaurant), while for others they are two 
moments that follow each other linearly (see the ‘at home’ consumption of a food 
product purchased in the supermarket). In all cases, the reference to these two pro-
cesses is necessary when it comes to understanding the consumption phenomenon. 
In addition, consumption will sometimes be considered in relation to the use of after-
sale services or through recycling systems that are now at work in many areas.

What matters here is that consumption appears as a specific stage in the innovation 
trajectory: on the one hand, it is a moment among others in the path followed by the 
product, but on the other hand, it is a horizon towards which all the actors involved 
in the innovation process aim, because it features its success. The actor-network 
approach brought decisive elements for understanding this back-and-forth dynamic 
of product shaping between innovation and consumption, notably through Madeleine 
Akrich’s reflections on socio-technical dynamics (1991, 1992, 1993a, 1995).
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From the Innovator to the Consumer and Vice Versa:  
The Product as a Delegate

Two major ideas emerge from this reflection. The first is that ‘any innovation deci-
sion can be described as a division between what is delegated to [the object] and, 
within that object, to such component rather than to another, and what can be 
entrusted to the “environment” (in the broad sense)’ (Akrich, 1991: 342). The course 
of innovation involves so-called ‘inscription’ processes, in which the innovator seeks 
to incorporate into the product several elements of its consumption scenario, and 
other processes in which the same innovator tries to control this scenario in other 
ways. Inscription consists of delegating to the product (to one of its dimensions or 
components) a number of actions that it is supposed to perform during the consump-
tion process. As for the ‘other processes’ just mentioned, they can be many and 
varied: they may be, for example, the development of related products that will be 
necessary for consumption, the setting of standards to define the consumption envi-
ronment, the shaping of the future behavior of consumers through advertising and 
communication, and so on. The product therefore carries the traces of a number of 
divisions that show, indirectly, what the actors who participate in the innovation 
process are trying to include in the object itself and what they have to delegate to 
other entities.

The second key idea is that inscription does not guarantee that what was considered 
by the innovator will actually occur. In fact, this delegation of an innovation program 
conveys uncertain outcomes because what things will do is by nature never entirely 
predictable. This assertion may seem difficult to understand in contemporary culture 
in which the ability to produce objects is associated with the idea of a technical mas-
tery of the world. But it becomes clear if we take into account the relational nature 
of action in the actor-network approach. In this frame, indeed, for humans as well as 
for objects, action makes sense and is effective only when it is related to the entities 
with which one acts. Therefore, the product-thing developed in innovation contexts 
(technical study, simulation, marketing survey, and so on) will certainly produce at 
least partially unexpected effects when engaged in consumption practices, as these 
contexts do not have the same composition and the same texture. What the product 
will ‘make its user do’ therefore partially escapes what the designer anticipated. Once 
we accept such a relational conception of action, the realization by the things of what 
has been delegated to them appears as an open and unpredictable process.

As a whole, this stresses the double nature of the product: it is simultaneously 
a delegate and a thing, which, from the actor-network perspective, means exactly 
the contrary of passivity or obedience and points instead to agentivity in the full 
sense. This explains, in turn, that innovators seek by various means to anticipate the 
confrontation between the product and its future consumer: the protagonists of inno-
vation spend considerable energy in conducting various studies (surveys, technical 
tests, lab experiments, focus groups, etc.) to describe what is involved in the con-
sumption scene and what the outcomes could be, so that they can identify the most 
relevant possible scripts (Boullier, 2002; Grandclément-Chaffy and Gaglio, 2012; 
Mallard, 2005). We thus understand why market success requires abandoning the 
traditional innovation diffusion model, which assumes that new products are stable 
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objects supposed to penetrate society thanks to their alleged rationality, but confront 
the alleged ‘social resistance’ of the social milieu. But as we have seen, the market 
success of innovations does not place the a priori technical rationality of objects in 
opposition to the subsequent social and cultural resistance of subjects. On the con-
trary, it involves a process of successive interactions between subjects and objects. 
During such interactions, an object has a chance to be adopted if it is continuously 
‘adapted’, reworked, and redefined by taking into account the consumers’ expecta-
tions and experiences (Akrich et al., 2002a, 2002b).

These two big ideas, the idea of innovation as a selective delegation of consump-
tion scenarios to the product-thing, and the idea of inevitable discrepancies between 
innovation projects and their realization, are well illustrated by Akrich’s (1991, 1992) 
emblematic case study on the photovoltaic kit. The story concerns the free supply of 
a photovoltaic generator to rural African populations as part of a development pro-
gram. The kit aimed, for instance, at powering radios so that children could listen to 
broadcasted education programs or light lamps so they could review their lessons in 
the late evening. Viewed from the design offices, the solar kit was simple, efficient, 
robust, functional, and useful, and its benefits were immensely greater than its costs, 
since it was provided for free. Yet when put into practice, the object, despite these 
qualities, was not adopted. Refusing to question the rationality of the object for this 
failure is to open the door to explanations in terms of social resistance and thus, at 
best, to face the risk of developing culturalist explanations, and at worst, of relying 
on latent  racist-like prejudices (these people may be culturally averse to technologies; 
they may not have the necessary skills; and so on). However, conducting a symmetri-
cal study, that is, a study that pays equal attention to the subjects and to the object at 
stake, helps realizing that the solar kit, even if it was a priori perfectly rational and 
functional from the engineering point of view, was not suitable for the use it was 
designed for: cattle knocked it down, the wire was too short to be placed on the roof, 
the object was conceived as a closed entity that was not serviceable by local actors, 
and so on. The survey conducted by Akrich shows both the truly serious work per-
formed by the innovators, who formulated specific assumptions about the product use 
and inscribed them into the device, and the strong mismatch between these assump-
tions and the actual context of use, a mismatch that the kit itself failed to reduce.

The Product as a Collective Composition

We can now see better what ‘cultivating the consumer’ is all about: it is a matter of 
going back and forth from product design to consumption, in a very iterative manner, 
through a series of projections, experiments, simulations, and trials enacting succes-
sive in-scription and de-scription processes. Through these dynamics, the consumer 
is cultivated in the sense that the relationship that binds him/her to the product pro-
gresses from fiction and hypothesis to reality. Yet an important question emerges 
here: What are the implications of the collective nature of the innovation dynamic? 
We have seen that the actors involved in innovation are diverse. Innovation is cer-
tainly a creative ground, but how is order produced in it? How can we understand a 
product’s composition from these different perspectives and from the multiple 
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inscriptions they generate? Should we conclude that each involved actor provides the 
product with one of its dimensions? For example, the engineer brings the ‘technical 
qualities’; the designer cares for the ‘aesthetics’; the marketer defines the ‘economic 
characteristics’; the lawyer sets the ‘legal dimensions’, etc. The reality, however, is a 
bit different.

First, following Akrich’s reflection, we can assume that each stakeholder tries to 
delegate actions to the product that are related to his or her specific approach to 
consumption. Thus, to the extent that she is interested in the product’s ‘function’, the 
engineer will consider consumption as a situation where a person who previously 
acquired the product seeks to use it. A marketer, in charge of positioning the product 
in the realm of the market (within the ‘marketing mix’), will see things differently: 
the stage of consumption she is interested in is the shelf in a store or the website of an 
Internet retailer, where the price and qualities of the product (its ‘promises,’ to use a 
term dear to marketing) have specific meanings in relation to the similar surrounding 
objects with which it competes. A lawyer involved in innovation will in turn see the 
product through the lens of the associated property rights, legal procedures, and trade 
remedies. What each of these actors will ‘delegate to the object’ and the particular 
type of ‘inscription’ he will mobilize for this will be very different in the three cases. 
However, it is a single object, the ‘product-as-a-thing’, that these inscriptions will 
shape in the end. This can give rise to very different configurations depending, on 
the one hand, on the degree of overlap between the various inscriptions involved and, 
on the other hand, on how the intervention of the stakeholders is organized along the 
innovation process.

There is a low degree of overlap between inscriptions when the stakeholders on the 
innovation path focus on different product components. Composing the product from 
the different requirements can then be seen as adding features, carried out by differ-
ent spokespersons. A design engineer will, for example, require that a mobile phone 
receive a particular microprocessor to improve its performance, while a marketer will 
focus more on its modern aesthetics so that it can compare positively with competing 
products at the sales point. The first actor concentrates on the usability of the thing, 
while the second is interested in its ‘sellability’. Here, it is convenient to envisage 
the product composition as a juxtaposition of two separate inscriptions (the choice 
of a processor and the shape of the terminal). In practice, however, many features of 
the product involve several dimensions at once: in our example, it may happen that 
a processor has a bigger or smaller size depending on its functionalities, and that the 
choice recommended by the design engineer will make the mobile phone more or less 
bulky, a dimension that the marketer watches warily. The composition of the product-
as-a-thing may entail various trade-offs of that kind and may set in tension the mutual 
priorities of different requirements. This shows that the inscription dynamics under-
lying the participation of several players in the innovation may result in complemen-
tary but also very often in conflicting logic, leading to negotiation between them.

Thus, organizing the contribution of the different innovation stakeholders is key to 
keeping a low degree of conflict in the enactment of various delegations to the product-
as-a-thing. In modern design processes, the project organization plays a central role: 
a project can be considered as an organizing device for managing inscription conflicts 
resulting from the participation of different specialists (Boullier, 2002). Note, however, 
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that for some given innovation patterns, or in some segments of an innovation trajec-
tory, the intervention of the players follows a sequential mode where each special-
ist is in the situation of accepting, rejecting, or transforming decisions made at the 
previous stage. The reflection of Barrey et  al. (2000) on the relationship between 
the designer (the professional in charge of defining the features of the product), the 
packager (the one who defines the packaging), and the merchandiser (the one who 
physically positions products at the sales point) is very insightful from this perspec-
tive: it makes visible the various tensions and compromises at stake in a situation 
where three categories of marketing professionals, with contrasting definitions of 
what consumption is, operate on the product in a sequential way, without any framing 
of these interventions through explicit organizational procedures.

As a whole, this approach tells us that the product cannot be considered as a 
reservoir of qualities, some of which are technical while others are commercial or 
legal. It also teaches us that the same product is rather a single entity to which a 
multiplicity of actors have delegated various purposes. This product-as-a-thing 
carries the traces of a plurality of inscription processes that cannot be summarized 
or represented comprehensively in any simple way – if we accept, maybe, a detailed 
history of all decisions, conflicting or not, made by different actors at different times 
along the innovation path. Given the difficulty of writing such a history, one may 
think that the product remains a highly enigmatic entity, and that the various trials it 
will undergo in the consumption process may reveal only some of the projections to 
which it was subjected.

These ‘Market-things’ that Make One Sell:  
From Packaging to Market Devices

If we had to find a product attribute that could make us think about its embodiment 
as a thing, and about the exchanges between innovators and consumers it underlies, 
packaging would certainly be the best candidate. Packaging nowadays appears as a 
central component of the consumption product, accompanying it from the final stage 
of design to the moment of customer experience. Indeed, packaging is the envelope 
that makes it possible for the product to circulate from the factory to the consumer, 
passing through a series of intermediate loci such as warehouses, stockpiles, whole-
sale stores, and the shelves of the retail outlet. In the distribution channels, it protects 
the product, as a more or less fragile thing, from the vicissitudes of travel; in the 
realm of the consumer’s home, it is this component of the product that one will open 
and get rid of in order to truly access use or consumption – at best, the consumer will 
cautiously keep the packaging briefly, just for the time she needs to check that the 
product conforms to her expectations, as the possibility of a refund in case of discon-
tent often requires that the product be returned to the sales point ‘in its original 
packaging’.

This first reflection suggests some specific forms of delegation that the packag-
ing is subjected to from the designers. However, a thorough examination shows that 
packaging plays an even more pivotal role in the articulation of the factory and the 
consumer’s location as interrelated market stages. It not only protects the product, 
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it also displays various information that decisively contributes to shaping consumer 
choice. In fact, the implementation of packaging in diverse consumption sectors has 
changed the whole economy of products (Cochoy, 2004). Indeed, this envelope of 
cardboard or plastic carries out the task of matching supply (the good) and demand 
(the consumer) through the representation of the former to the latter: there is no 
possible contact between the consumer and the product without this mediation, and, 
contrary to appearances, the contribution of packaging is not neutral in this process.

Take the example of a consumer in a store buying a box with the inscription ‘Sweet 
corn; 150 grams’. Upon opening the box, she gains access to contents, which are 
consistent with the information written on the container. But the packaging does 
not do only this; it also deprives the consumer of some information that she could 
benefit from before the implementation of this written mediation. In doing so, it can 
also enable her to discover other information. Whereas at the time of a bulk sale, 
the consumer would have to engage in a physical relationship with an ear of corn 
and undertake a sensory evaluation, the box prevents her from seeing the content, 
and from smelling, touching, or tasting it. But the metal and paper screen allows as 
many additions as subtractions. While it deprives the consumer of any sensory access 
(‘tasting’), it saturates her with informational elements and with assessments delegated 
to external instruments and devices (‘testing’). The customer learns that she is not 
only in the presence of 150 grams of sweet corn, but it is ‘brand X’ corn, ‘without 
added sugar’, ‘low in salt’, ‘GMO free’, etc. This latter information is particularly 
interesting because it does not match any perceptible quality from a sensory point of 
view: GMOs are invisible, and their presence is indistinguishable through the senses. 
Packaging thus endows the consumer with new preferences: without it, he could 
never feel any inclination or aversion for strange and controversial entities such as 
GMOs, Omega 3, bisphenol A, etc.

Finally, the packaging is a mediation between the consumer and the product in 
the strongest sense of the term, to the extent that it impacts all the entities involved. 
The product is no longer the same, since the generic good of yesteryear can now be 
differentiated ceaselessly, and can receive new qualities, such as a brand, the absence 
of GMOs, etc. The packaging also changes the company, which can now, thanks to 
it, undertake operations of lasting attachment to consumers, cultivate brands, play 
more on quality than price, etc. Finally, the packaging changes the consumer, who 
no longer considers the products through her own bodily senses or relatives’ recom-
mendations, but shows her able to consider abstract analytical dimensions, such as 
chemical constituents, symbols, and so on.

Packaging thus offers a striking illustration of the role of things that, as we said 
above, ‘make us do’ things in the realm of consumption and, in the present case, of 
things that ‘make the consumer choose’. I do not choose a package, any more than a 
package chooses me, but the packaging ‘makes me choose’. Consumers and objects 
combine their mutual agency to position action in a particular direction. The case of 
packaging invites us to further reflect on and explore the role of the diverse artifacts 
that support commercial distribution. Much research inspired from actor-network 
theory has tackled this task. Indeed, packaging is not the only device that ‘makes one 
choose’ the product: distribution abundantly relies on technology to equip this par-
ticular moment of consumption that the act of purchase represents. One can mention 
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the many artifacts – shelves, advertising panels, etc. – that channel customer activity 
at the sales point (Canu and Mallard, 2006; Grandclément-Chaffy, 2008; Dubuisson-
Quellier, 2007), loyalty programs (Araujo and Kjellberg, 2016), barcodes and all the 
tools that equip the consumer to get market information in the situated context of 
purchase (Cochoy, 2015), and even shopping trolleys that transform the consumer 
into a buyer, help multiply her choices, make her forget prices from the shelf up to 
the checkout desk, increase the scale of operations, and change small businesses into 
mass distributors (Grandclément, 2006; Cochoy, 2009).

The backdrop of this research is the study of the work of professionals who contrib-
ute to shaping commercial spaces. While corporate history has shown the importance 
of the shift from the invisible hand of the market to the visible hand of managers 
(Chandler, 1977), economic sociology has clarified this direction by showing how 
important the special category of ‘market professionals’ is among these managers 
(Cochoy and Dubuisson-Quellier, 2013). These actors segment the demand (Strasser, 
1989), stage the products (Barrey et  al., 2000), frame the purchase scene and the 
consumers’ ability to choose (Mallard, 2007), invent all sorts of devices for ‘captur-
ing’ them (Cochoy, 2007a; Trompette, 2007), explore the alchemy of their desire 
(Hennion and Méadel, 1989), and stimulate the proliferation of customer figures 
(Cova and Cova, 2009; Dubuisson, 1999; Ohl, 2004). This movement has reached 
such a point that some marketers nowadays propose that to understand the function-
ing of markets, scholars should focus on their own professional practices instead of 
studying the consumer’s routines and market organization as they have hitherto done 
(Araujo et al., 2010; Cayla and Zwick, 2011).

All ‘artifacts that make us choose’ found in the world of distribution can be 
addressed from the same perspective as that developed for the analysis of products. 
As technical devices to which market professionals delegate the enactment of certain 
operations in the commercial area (classifying products in a specific order, highlight-
ing some of them, explaining the possible consumption alternatives, preparing trans-
actions, etc.), these artifacts are a form of embodiment of marketing knowledge, and 
in this way, they contribute to their performativity (Callon, 1998). But only an analy-
sis of situated market action, for example through an ethnographic approach (Canu 
and Mallard, 2006; Cochoy, 2007b; Grandclément-Chaffy, 2008) makes it possible 
to take the full measure of these delegations and their combined contribution to the 
development of consumer practices.

The Qualifications and Attachments of the Consumer Product

We would like to present a last contribution of the actor-network approach to the 
study of consumption. It relates to the skills involved in the development of relations 
between consumers and products. This research invites us to shift from conventional 
notions of taste or quality, to the concepts of qualification and attachment.

The concept of taste was brought to the fore in sociology by Pierre Bourdieu (1984) 
through the role this author gives to the ‘habitus’ in the shaping of cultural and con-
sumption practices: the capacity to differentiate between products takes root in the 
embodied skills by which actors differ in the social space. This is why consumption 
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is inherently a socially stratified phenomenon according to this theory: products work 
as anchoring points for social ranking processes. The concept of quality originated in 
a different analytical tradition that developed in the 1970s in economics: this tradi-
tion insists on the idea that the consumer skills involved in the handling of a prod-
uct do not come only under taste categories but also integrate information regarding 
its quality (a kind of information that is more or less accessible or available). The 
economist Georges Akerlof (1970) first demonstrated the possibility of a strategic 
game on product quality, for example, when a seller hides certain pieces of informa-
tion at stake in a transaction to his advantage. In the 1980s and 1990s, this line of 
analysis spread in the school of convention economics (Eymard-Duvernay, 1989) and 
in sociology (Karpik, 2010). The concept of quality helps to explain how economic 
coordination can emerge in the absence of information on prices, as in the case of the 
profession of lawyers studied by Karpik (1999).

The actor-network research stream continued along this perspective and proposed 
a shift in emphasis away from quality per se and towards a focus on the ‘quali-
fying work’. In a now classic article, Michel Callon, Cécile Méadel, and Vololona 
Rabeharisoa (2002) show that the enactment of market exchange involves less the 
encounter between the pre-existing supply and demand, than a very fine work aimed 
at defining, ranking, and positioning objects that can help adjust them. The qualify-
ing work is the engine of this adjustment process. It provides access to the intrinsic 
qualities of products, but also to the extrinsic qualities that enable positioning them 
in the market dynamics. This work notably mobilizes operations of attachment and 
detachment: it is a question both of breaking the routines that organize the consum-
er’s relationship with the current supply (detachment) and of forging a relationship 
with the new product (attachment). Managing the duality of attachment and detach-
ment proceeds through a series of trials showing diverse modalities of confrontation 
between the consumer and the product. These trials can neither be reduced to the 
consumption of signs (as in the logic of taste) nor to the operations of judgment 
(as in the logic of quality): they refer more generally to a variety of experiences 
that, among other things, involve bodily performance (Gomart and Hennion, 1999; 
Hennion, 2007, 2015b). Thus, it is through the recognition of the specific modalities 
of participation of the product-as-a-thing in the consumption experience that one can 
account for the logic of attachment.

In this perspective, an emblematic, though particular, figure of the consumer is 
that of the amateur described by Hennion (2010). It features an actor endowed with 
reflexive skills supporting a sometimes tenuous but still structured relationship with 
the product. Reflexive skills are based less on the acquisition of distinctive taste 
patterns through socialization, or on the formation of a cognitive ability to iden-
tify quality, than on a reflective process of becoming open and sensitive to things 
and on learning how to let them ‘make oneself do things’: testing different olfactory 
species in a perfumer’s shop (Trébuchet-Breitwiller, 2015), recognizing the singu-
lar personality of a terroir wine, identifying the special texture of a stringed instru-
ment, feeling the peculiar contact with the cliff wall when climbing with appropriate 
shoes, all of these practices involve an ability to ‘bring about differences’ based on 
an intimate relationship with things. Thus, the character of the amateur appears as an 
extreme figure of the consumer, one in which the reflexivity in the development of 
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the relationship with the product-as-a-thing is the most visible, and one in which the 
articulation between tasting and testing is very rich. Note that the skills at stake here 
do not emerge ex nihilo and involve consumer practices that are often developed in 
the collective arenas of ordinary social situations (family meals, cultural and social 
activities, etc.). To a certain extent, this conception meets the idea of ‘cultivating 
the consumer’ in a traditional Bourdieusian sense: producing abilities to distinguish 
between things and, consequently, to distinguish between people who are able to 
show a differentiated relationship with legitimate culture. However, actor-network 
theory adds to this conception not only the notion of reflexivity in the relationship to 
things (instead of ignorance and denial in Bourdieu’s view), but also, and above all, 
the idea that the practices at play are not alien to innovation and market profession-
als: these practices are at least partly implemented by these professionals, and they 
fuel the qualifying work through which possible attachment between consumers and 
products are produced (Callon et al., 2002; Dubuisson, 2010; Mallard, 2010, 2012). 
Cultivating the consumer is a multifaceted process occurring not only in socializa-
tion, but also in the dynamics of innovation.

ConClusion

What should we look at when a customer points to a can of corn in a store? 
Paraphrasing Latour’s statement – ‘it is both the shepherd, the barrier, and the car-
penter who herd the sheep’ – we could answer that it is the consumer, the packaging, 
and the marketer who designed this product that should attract our attention: they all 
‘make us consume’. It is the implications of this type of response that the perspective 
of actor-network theory invites us to explore. As we can see, it leads us to pay atten-
tion to various forms of entanglements of things in consumption trials – the choice 
of food in a supermarket, the situation of tasting in a friendly circle, the testing of 
quality in the production phase, the focus groups through which consumption pat-
terns were anticipated, and so on – and explore the complex web of relations between 
all these trials.

Such a perspective may seem paradoxical, but it should open up new avenues 
for the study of consumption practices that avoid both the critical theory of the ex 
nihilo creation of consumption needs by the production industries, and the idealized 
vision of the omnipotence of a consumer inventing the uses and meanings of the 
products she consumes. There is no doubt that innovation leads to the creation of 
new consumer needs; for instance, how could we otherwise explain that a product 
that was completely unknown and almost unimaginable 25 years ago, namely the 
mobile phone, could enslave so many of its contemporary users? Yet what the actor-
network approach underlines here is that such a need creation process required the 
joint partici pation of consumers and innovation professionals, through a series of 
multifaceted, iterative, and interactive processes; through patient ‘cultivating’ prac-
tices that cannot be reduced to the projection of a priori managerial or consumer 
cultures. Conversely, the consumer is certainly an actor endowed with energy and 
imagination, and is sensitive to political, moral, and aesthetic considerations. But 
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one still has to understand why these skills and attitudes are activated in the relation-
ship with some products and not with others. Here again, it is difficult to reflect on 
consumption without examining the things that make it possible and without consid-
ering the history of all the missions we have entrusted to them.

Historically, the notion of consumer culture was proposed to show that consumption 
was not only about the domination of the final consumer by cultural industries, and 
that most mundane consumption practices were culturally creative. If this perspective, 
later joined and enriched by Consumer Culture Theory (Arnould and Thompson, 
2005), indeed rehabilitates ordinary consumption acts, it also faces two risks that are 
easily visible when looking at consumption from a Bourdieusian perspective. The 
first risk is the reduction of consumed objects to mere symbolic signs, according 
to the Durkheimian view of cultural objects; the second risk is the deepening of 
the divide between consumers and market professionals. What is at stake with a 
shift from the concept of culture to the notion of cultivation, is the identification of 
alternative ways to account for these two problems. On the one hand, this shift helps 
acknowledge the centrality of things and their agentivity as far as the relationship 
between the consumer and the consumed good is concerned; on the other hand, the 
same shift helps flatten the asymmetry between consumers and market professionals 
and shows that consumer cultivation occurs in the networks of innovation as well as 
in the social arenas of consumption.

Notes

 1  This chapter is an adapted and updated version of a former text published in French (Mallard and 
Cochoy, 2015).

 2  ‘Interessement’ should be considered as a coined word (based on the French ‘intéressement’) 
rather than as a French word that has been mistakenly left untranslated.

 3  A priori, the category of ‘non-human’ addressed by the actor-network theory is very large, 
as it seeks to welcome things, technical objects, animals (such as scallops), collective beings 
(for example, a company or an organization), fictional or supernatural beings (gods), etc. The 
concept has two serious drawbacks: on the one hand, it is defined only negatively, by reference 
to the category of so-called human beings, which makes it largely indeterminate; on the other 
hand, it tends to reintroduce a strong dualism where the spirit of the actor-network theory 
generally seeks to challenge dualistic postures. We can only evoke these drawbacks that have 
led to important critical debates. Let us simply note that in the approach taken in this chapter, 
we will focus on ‘objects’ and ‘things,’ which specify a set slightly less wide than the ‘non-
human’ in general, although we recognize that this reduction does not escape the two criticisms 
we just mentioned.

 4  This expression aims at translating the French locution ‘faire faire’. The idea that ‘faire quelque 
chose, c’est toujours le faire faire’ well formulates the fact that acting is always based on the 
redistribution of action between the actor and its delegates. On this precise point, see Latour (1999). 
The ‘make one do’ should not be equated with the ‘make do’, although acting may to some extent 
be conceived as the achievement of a compromise among the active entities at stake in action.

 5  Of course, the transformation is at a maximum during the innovation and production operations, 
where the object is similar to a hot and malleable ‘product’, and is more modest during times 
of marketing and consumption, where the object turns into a cooler and more stable ‘good’ 
(Callon et  al., 2002), to the point that one might consider supplementing the sociology of 
translation designed for malleable technical products with a sociology of ‘conduction’ more 
appropriate for monitoring the marketization of goods with sharp edges (Cochoy, 2010).
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23
Objects: From Signs to Design

Benoî t  He i lbrunn

inTroduCTion

Consumer culture often deals with products, commodities and goods, and seems to 
have forgotten objects and things. Objects made or modified by humans are clumped 
together under the term ‘artifact’. That word connects two words – art and fact – 
reflecting its double Latin root. The word art derives from ars, artis (skill in joining), 
and fact derives from factum (deed or act) from facere (to make or to do), emphasiz-
ing the utilitarian meaning already implicit in the word art; thus, skill or knowledge 
is applied to the making of a thing. The term art refers to objects whose primary 
initial purpose has been to represent, to memorize, to induce veneration, elevation or 
contemplation, to provide access to or influence supernatural forces, to delight the 
eye, or otherwise to affect human thought or behavior through visual means (Prown, 
1994, p. 2). Now, what is the exact definition of an object? Etymologically, ‘object’ 
(objectum) means ‘thrown against’, something that exists outside of ourselves, that 
is placed in front of us, and has a material nature (Moles, 1972). Transforming a 
thing stemming from the natural world (a stone found on the beach) into a cultural 
artifact makes it an object (a paperweight for instance). At all events, the distinction 
between subject and object is a relatively recent one. Its premises go back to Roman 
times (notably the distinction between persona/res), although it has only really devel-
oped in what we call modern times. Kopytoff points out the dichotomy that has 
existed in recent Western thought where there is an analytical separation between 
people and things, the relationship between the two being thin and instrumentally 
defined (Kopytoff, 1986). The dissemination of worthless products leads to an 
impoverishment of sensory experience and a loss of relations with objects. It is for 
instance possible to consider that at the beginning of the twentieth century, a four-
person family would have about 2500 to 3000 objects, including electrical appliances 
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and decorative objects (Branzi, 1988). A person is said to come into daily contact 
with approximatively 20,000 objects and to own an average of 10,000 objects. As 
Trentmann reminds us in his Empire of Things, ‘In Los Angeles, a middle-class 
garage often no longer houses a car but several hundred boxes of stuff. The United 
Kingdom in 2013 was home to 6 billion items of clothing, roughly a hundred per 
adult; a quarter of these never leave the wardrobe’ (Trentmann, 2017: 1). An object, 
insofar as it can become non-transformable, impenetrable, offering us smoothness 
and an indifferent nudity, is first and foremost something that resists. This relates to 
the Latin origin of object, which is ‘objectum, what stands against and resists 
(Moles, 1972). Anyhow, an interesting difference is the resistance of objects as theo-
rized by French thinkers (Sartre, Moles, Baudrillard, for instance), versus the kind of 
the invisibility of things (Miller, 2010), which has more to do with an Anglo-Saxon 
anchorage. The French intellectual tradition takes for granted the subject/object 
dichotomy which is constitutive of articulate languages, and this may be an explana-
tion for the importance of the linguistic metaphor to illustrate the system of objects 
(see Baudrillard, 1968, for instance). To build this idea of invisibility, Miller refers 
to two important ideas. The first one is derived from Goffman’s Frame Analysis, in 
which he argues that much of our behavior is determined by the frames which con-
stitute the context of action. The other is developed by Gombrich in The Sense of 
Order, and relates to the fact that when a frame is appropriate we simply do not see 
it. Material objects are a setting. They help us to classify our environment by telling 
us that this is a wedding ring, that is a gun. But things work most effectively when 
we do not actually look at them, we just accept them (Miller, 2010, p. 50). This is 
what Miller calls the humility of things (Miller, 2010, p. 50). In other words, objects 
are important not so much because they seem visible and physically constrain or 
enable, but quite the opposite: ‘It is often precisely because we do not see them’ 
(Miller, 2010, p. 50). The less we are aware of them, the more powerfully they can 
determine our expectations, by setting the scene and ensuring appropriate behavior, 
without being open to challenge. Things work by being invisible and unremarked 
upon, a state they achieve by being familiar and taken-for-granted.

semanTiCizaTion and The meaning oF objeCTs

Do things mean anything? This important question for anyone interested in material 
culture was once raised by Roland Barthes in a conference he gave in Venice in 1964 
(Barthes, 1988). There are of course several ways of answering this question depend-
ing on whether one takes a semiotic, a philosophical or an anthropological perspec-
tive. Objects proliferate in our daily lives and they constitute a language. To better 
grasp what objects mean, it is necessary to accept that to consume is not just the fact 
of using or destroying an object, but rather a set of signifying practices whereby 
individuals handle physical and non-physical objects to create meaning. Consumption 
therefore brings about the transformation of a physical substance into a meaningful 
substance, so the object must necessarily be transmuted into a name or system of 
signs to become an object for consumption. This process of semanticization means 
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that one attaches to the physical dimensions that constitute the object (its weight, 
color, volume, etc.) imaginary dimensions (values, a symbolic universe, a lifestyle, 
etc.). Semanticization means the possibility for objects to become signs – conditio 
sine qua non of the object of consumption to Baudrillard – and to signify beyond 
their use-value.

Any object always thus embodies both a denotative message and a connotative 
message. Denotation refers to the fact that the object conveys information about its 
functions, what it stands for (semantic function), whereas connotation refers to an 
aesthetic dimension which conveys a subjective impression and emotion about the 
product (aesthetic function). Thus the task of the product designer is to understand 
what are the main expectations (functional and existential) of consumers towards 
products and to design products accordingly. In other words, the designer’s role is 
to design shapes and to use materials which schematize, strengthen and activate the 
desired and appropriate dimensions (solidity, resistance) valued by the target custom-
ers, given the fact that this functional dimension of the product is always accompa-
nied by an aesthetic message. The main virtue of a semantic of objects is to make 
known for objects of consumption (like all objects), in addition to their denotative 
and functional value, a connotative function related to their propensity to signify 
beyond their strict functional and utilitarian value. As illustrated by Barthes (1993), 
a bunch of red roses is not merely an aesthetic and olfactory delight, but a cultural 
symbol of romance and love, whereas the wedding ring is a traditional symbol of 
romance and love. A symbol means that the relationship between the signifier and the 
signified is conventional, which means it is a type of contract that ties a community. 
Therefore, few symbols are universal because they are linked to a given community 
that shares a specific meaning.

There are for instance different ways to look at a crucifix. For someone living in 
a country that identifies Christianity as a predominant religion, this object is much 
more than two pieces of wood, because it carries a symbolic meaning which is a 
crucial narrative of Christianity (Woodward, 2007, p. 65). A safety pin can be consid-
ered an innocuous object linked to a functional purpose which is to temporarily affix 
clothing when a button or a zip is missing. Yet, within the system of punk style, this 
object is re-appropriated by being worn outside its normal conventions. Its symbolic 
potency is precisely linked to a rerouting of the usual and functional meaning and 
the fact that the object functions as a sign which is worn outside of context. This is a 
typical example of re-semantization, whereby an object gains a new cultural mean-
ing through the appropriation by a given community and a decontextualization of 
the object use (Hebdige, 1979; Woodward, 2007). In other words, objects are signs, 
meaning that they always stand for something else. The material part of any object 
(the signifier) is always connected to abstract elements (the signified) and this con-
nection between two heterogeneous levels of the object as a sign makes the meaning 
of the object happen. The meaning may be linked to a social status, a religious affili-
ation, gender and so forth.

In the semiotic approach, the signifier has no meaning per se, but helps to 
communicate a signified. An object may only exist in an instrumental and 
functional relationship with the user; it must necessarily be invested with values 
that exceed its sole function. Objects have a social life and cannot be solely 
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defined by their sheer technical commodity status because they are immersed 
within cultural and cognitive processes. They are therefore not inanimate, fixed 
and stable, they move in and out of various phases. Kopytoff (1986) proposes a 
processual view of things (and of persons), whereby the status of objects undergoes 
transformations in category and associated meaning. Objects go through constant 
commodification-decommodification-recommodification processes, and objects, 
not just people, have social lives. As we shall see later, the meaning of objects 
is not only symbolic, as individuals may also project personal and emotional 
meaning onto these objects (Richins, 1994a, b) beyond the social meaning these 
objects have encapsulated.

The implicit background of this approach is that the best way to appreciate the 
role of objects is to consider them as signs and symbols that represent us (Miller, 
2010). In other words, there is a language of commodities (Nöth, 1998). The social 
exchange of goods is essentially a symbolic process which enables people to com-
municate through the medium of objects. With consumer society, objects lose their 
material and functional status by their integration into sign systems. That is why 
consumption is defined by Baudrillard as the organization of material substance into 
signifying substance: ‘to become an object of consumption the object must become a 
sign’ (Baudrillard, 1968, p. 277). Goods have meaning not solely as objects, but also 
as elements of a vast sign system, through a process of semantization.

Every object is thus imbued with an ideology, that is, a way of seeing the world and 
therefore, of thinking. As Jean-Marie Floch states:

a pocket knife always says something about its owner … I therefore believe it legitimate to 
imagine that the handle of a knife in fact extends into a certain way of doing things, one that 
ultimately speaks to a certain way of life or way of being. Approaching the topic this way … we 
are trying to identify, if not a culture … then at least a way of thinking and a particular mode of 
interaction between self and world.

Hence, the Opinel is a mountain knife that offers a single solution for each function; 
it is a generalist that seems to say to its users: ‘You’re on your own’; by contrast, the 
Swiss Army knife works like a specialist by offering a specific solution for each type 
of use; it seems more to be saying to its users: ‘Serve yourself’ (Floch, 2000). Thus 
consumer goods are not only systems of communication, but are more generally 
given the function of cultural and ideological transmission by significantly changing 
a meaningful chain of structural elements of the socio-economic environment (belief 
systems, rules of behavior, rituals, etc.).

In his Mythologies (originally published in 1957), Roland Barthes was the first 
author to consider the symbolic meaning of material culture within advanced con-
sumer societies. He investigates the bourgeois culture by focusing on specific objects. 
The hypothesis is that objects have a story to tell. The commodity object appears as 
natural, transparent and just magically ‘exists’ (Barthes, 1993; Woodward, 2007). 
Taking inspiration from Saussure, Barthes shows that the structuralist approach has 
the capacity to unmask and show the linguistic working of the commodity-based ide-
ological system and its underlying myths. But what exactly is a myth? For Barthes it 
is much more than a physical object, but rather a mode of signification that is attached 
to objects (Barthes, 1993). Myths add a certain patina to objects, endowing them with 
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special qualities and abilities. Myth equals pure matter plus ideology (Woodward, 
2007, p. 69). By analyzing myths, Barthes attempts to uncover the ideological system 
beyond the bourgeois culture which is shaped by the false promises of consumerist 
objects. Most ordinary objects dress up reality by giving it a glossy appearance, imi-
tating something natural and transparent, but which is in fact for Barthes false, decep-
tive and implicitly ideological. Objects do not manifest the everyday commonsense 
order of things, but rather hide ideological interests which are primarily capitalist 
interests. That is why for Barthes a myth is a type of speech which acts to mislead or 
obfuscate, a ‘delusion to be exposed’ (Culler, 1983, p. 33).

Possessions and The embodimenT oF values

One of the consequence of the semanticization process that characterizes consumer 
society is that objects have meanings which are cultural, social and personal.  
The seminal work of Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981) is based on the 
assumptions that objects are symbols that can tell who people are, who they have 
been and who they wish to become. Some objects are cherished for affording action 
(a bike), while some others are cherished for contemplation (a sculpture). The domi-
nant paradigm is, that the signified which is conveyed is strongly connected to the 
personal and social identity of the owner due to a constant self-extension process 
(Belk, 1988).

Richins (1994b) distinguished between the public meanings of objects (meanings 
assigned by members of a society at large) which are fashion, status or stigma, and 
private meanings (what the possession means for an individual). Public meanings 
result from shared socialization experiences as well as participation in social activities 
whereas private meanings are more idiosyncratic. The meaning of objects shifts over 
time, from what one can do with an object to what one has done in the past. That is 
why as one gets older, objects serve to connect one with the past. There are also gen-
der differences expressed in the meaning of objects when individuals are asked about 
their cherished possessions, as illustrated by Kamptner (1995), who shows that men 
tend to report instrumental objects (such as furniture) whereas women tend to rank 
expressive categories such as visual arts. In terms of meanings of treasured objects, 
men refer more to enjoyment (mood enhancement such as ‘feeling good’ or ‘escape’) 
and utilitarian resources (getting a job done), whereas women are more interested 
in the social meaning of objects (objects that tie to another person), followed by the 
self and enjoyment. The objects young people cherish are the ones that cultivate or 
encourage action – they are instruments for doing, and require physical manipulation 
and engagement, such as musical instruments or skateboards, whereas grandparents 
tend to cherish objects that require mostly mental and emotional engagement, such 
as photographs.

There are basically two kinds of values associated with objects: utilitarian values 
and existential values. An object is seen as essentially utilitarian when it is perceived 
by the user as mainly serving particular functions (electrical goods, furniture, kitchen 
appliances, etc.). The effectiveness with which objects fulfill these functions plays a 
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large part in their evaluation, and much consumer behavior is directed at searching for 
information about such effectiveness. The role of design is to convey an impression 
of effectiveness, solidity, through appropriate features, colors and materials. Objects 
may also have existential connotations such as emotional value, importance to the 
individual, etc. The design of products and signs necessarily has to take into consid-
eration the various types of existential values related to the consumption of objects. 
These might include such values as social values (the product design might indicate 
that the user belongs to a given social category), emotional values (the product design 
has to arouse feelings and affective states) and epistemic values (the ability of the 
product to arouse curiosity and to provide novelty). The latter refers to the necessity 
for consumers to live new experiences through the use of products, which provides 
innovative combinations of shape, materials, colors, and so forth. The importance of 
these existential values is the choice of products and brands, and therefore the way 
consumers perceive the design of products is also related to hedonic consumption 
which has become a new paradigm of consumption. Hirschman and Holbrook (1982) 
have identified the main characteristics of this hedonic consumption process, that 
is, first, emotional desires prevail over utilitarian motivations in the choice of prod-
ucts and services, and second, consumers may project on to a product a subjective 
meaning which exceeds by far the real attributes this product may actually possess. 
The consumption of products does not thus refer any longer to an act of destruction 
effected by the consumer, but rather to an experience in which priority is given to 
affective factors.

objeCTs and The CaTegorizaTion ProCess

The structuralist approach to material objects is based on the idea that there is a small 
number of fundamental generative cultural schemes within a society that can be 
combined in different ways (Lévi-Strauss, 1966). This is what Lévi-Strauss calls 
‘systems of transformations’, knowing that the structuralist generative scheme is 
supposed to be objective and can be observed and analyzed through scientific inves-
tigation. Also, objects do not act alone and should not be regarded as entities in isola-
tion. As Lévi-Strauss’s structuralism has shown, we should always start from the 
relationships between elements within a system instead of looking at isolated units 
(Lévi-Strauss, 1963). Objects achieve definition by relationships of contrast with 
what they are not, as much as from what they are. That is why structuralism focuses 
on the relationships between things rather than the things themselves. Lévi-Strauss 
shows in The Way of the Masks (1982) that the masks used by the Indians of the 
American Northwest Coast were the material equivalent of myths. Like myths, they 
would undergo inversion, either in their physical attributes or in the symbolic inter-
pretation of their material form, at the boundaries between different tribal groups. 
Thus the Xwexwe Mask of the Kwakiutl, with its bulging eyes, protruding jaws and 
tongue, is the inverse transformation of their Dzonk mask, which has sunken eyes, 
hollow cheeks, and no tongue, but is the same as the mask called Swaihwe of the 
neighboring Salish. Here, the objects of one society are seen to derive their meanings 
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not only from their relations one with one another, but from the ways in which this 
system of relations undergoes partial inversion as it crosses the boundaries with 
neighboring societies (Miller, 1994, p. 401). Similarly, the meaning of British food 
becomes clear when seen as a systematic inversion of French culinary symbolism. 
That is what Lévi-Strauss and Barthes did through their analysis of food, fashion, 
cars and so forth. Cultural objects such as cuisine are linked to preferences that can 
be decoded as if they were a language. And systems of preference exist through rules 
of transformation that are characterized by rules of oppositions. For example, cul-
tural forms of gastronomy may be analyzed through a culinary triangle opposing 
what is cooked, what is boiled and what is raw.

Semiotics, which is the study of signs and meaning, dominated the study of con-
sumer culture in the second part of the twentieth century. Beyond the question of their 
meaning also lies the power of consumer culture to classify people and things. But 
how are objects used to classify individuals and groups? Any theory of the object is 
rooted in a classification issue. Classifications have salience because they allow indi-
viduals to make categorizations and demarcations which are important in personal, 
psychological, social and cultural life. Goods can be markers of culture, social groups 
or individuals. The first function of goods is to categorize people in a given society 
(Douglas and Isherwood, 1978). As shown by Durkheim and Mauss, classifications 
form the basis of daily life and constitute fundamental cultural practices, through the 
assessment of things as pure or not, good or bad, beautiful or ugly, rich or poor. Such 
processes allow things in the natural world to be classified within a cultural system 
and to become cultural artifacts. Through this classification process, things become 
goods endowed with a meaning which is shared by a community. Such a meaning is 
called a symbolic meaning (as opposed to a natural meaning which has the character-
istics of natural signs, i.e. signs in which (for Charles Sanders Peirce) the signifier is 
a natural representation of the signified – the smoke is a signal of fire for instance). 
Things can be considered as natural signs whereas objects exist through shared mean-
ing. In other words, a thing comes from the natural world and becomes an object 
through a culturalization process that makes it an artifact endowed with meaning.

aesTheTiCizaTion and The romanTiCizaTion oF objeCTs

In 1917, the French artist Marcel Duchamp caused a scandal at a famous exhibition 
in New York by exhibiting a public urinal, which was to become the very first ready-
made object. Duchamp’s artistic gesture intended to show that manufactured objects 
such as bicycle wheels, dustbins or chairs could arbitrarily be promoted as works of 
art and thus be exhibited in museums and exhibitions, depending on the discretionary 
power of the artist. This historical artistic posture is very significant as regards the 
status of the work of art in contemporary society. Duchamp’s aim was to question the 
distinction which had been made since the Renaissance between the craftsman and 
the artist. This social mythification of the artist responded to a diffuse and collective 
aspiration which corresponded to the gradual de-Christianization of Western socie-
ties that transferred their religious fervor to art. Museums have replaced places of 
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pilgrimage and now represent, for the tourist industry, much more than a cultural 
alibi: a cultural tribute, a sacred legitimization. Duchamp therefore aimed at a sub-
stantial and self-deconstructive activity by promoting standardized objects as artistic. 
This blurring of genres together with a deconstruction of symbolic hierarchies illus-
trates the shift of art into industry, thereby leading to a collapse of the boundaries 
between art and everyday life. The correlated expansion of the role of art within 
consumer culture led to the famous ‘aestheticization’ of everyday life promulgated 
by Featherstone (1991) and others. This movement has been said to be characteristic 
of the postmodern condition (Lyotard, 1979).

The American philosopher John Dewey had already pointed out the fact that art 
is not something special but a significant part of everyday experience and that real 
understanding of life is synonymous with aesthetic enjoyment. The aesthetic dimen-
sion has gained importance within the area of mass consumption, which means that 
visual and sensory aspects have gained increasing importance in terms of consumer 
preference and choice for many products: clothes, cars, kitchen appliances, etc. The 
consumer has shifted from homo economicus to homo aestheticus (Ferry, 1990) in 
the sense that sensory and aesthetic dimensions have gained much more importance 
in consumer choice than they used to have. Additionally, our time is based on the 
concept of reproducibility, which goes together with the concepts of authenticity, 
authority and originality. The loss of meaning in consumer objects, mainly due to 
the societal move from craftsmanship to industrialization, raises the question of how 
to reconcile the necessary standardization of objects, which is intrinsically linked 
to the consumer society, with the need for objects which are still able to commu-
nicate an aesthetic dimension even though they are widely reproduced and copied. 
Industrialization is linked to the capacity to reproduce identically any object across 
time and space. As Benjamin remarked, in contemporary society the object has lost 
the status of originality and of uniqueness.

Benjamin interprets two kinds of art: auratic and mechanical. Traditional art, 
he argues, possessed an aura of authenticity which surrounded the original – non-
mechanically reproducible – work, endowing it with qualities of ‘uniqueness’, 
‘distance’ and ‘otherness’. These auratic qualities of the original, humanly crafted 
work of art elicited a meditative response from the onlooker which enabled him 
or her to transcend time and to perceive the beauty of the work of art as a quasi-
eternal moment of completion. Benjamin traces this auratic dimension of art back 
to its magico-cultic origins in primitive history (Kearney, 1994, p. 164). He invokes 
the theological idea of a collective psyche (animal mundi) which could generate 
recurring archetypal images and thereby transcend the limits of normal time. He 
further identifies these auratic images with Goethe’s Urphänomene (eternal forms 
that recur through history), Baudelaire’s correspondances (an aesthetic conflation of 
spiritual and material meaning) and Leibniz’s monads (the idea that each autonomous 
consciousness somehow precontains the totality of experience within itself in 
crystallized form) (Kearney, 1994, p. 164). The distinction made by Benjamin 
between handcrafted and technological art is expressed in two different kinds of 
experience: ‘auratic’ Erfahrung, or integrated narrative experience, and technological 
Erlebnis, or atomized, fragmented experience. Erlebnis exemplifies the loss of the 
sense of traditional wisdom and communal narrative. Thus, the rise of radio and 
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electronic media spells the death of linear, narrative coherence by promoting a form 
of dislocated information and simulation which communicates in isolated sensory 
moments – in a ‘shock of novelty’, as Benjamin described it – subversive of the 
auratic qualities of contemplative distance and uniqueness (Kearney, 1994, pp. 164–
165). Whereas Erfahrung provides an experience of the beautiful in which the ritual 
value of art appears through an authentic aura of the work of art which depends on 
its being embedded in the fabric of sacred tradition, the technologically reproduced 
work demands an immediate accessibility: the social basis of the contemporary decay 
of the aura rests on two circumstances, both of which are related to the increasing 
significance of the masses in contemporary life. Namely, the desire of contemporary 
masses to bring things ‘closer’ spatially and humanly; and their equally ardent 
penchant for overcoming the uniqueness of every reality by accepting its reproduction.

The TriniTy oF The objeCT

From a semiotic point of view, an object revolves continuously on two levels: a level 
called expression or meaning, which refers to its various physical dimensions and a 
plan; and the level of content or meaning that corresponds to different meanings 
conveyed by this object. An object is thus, as Saussure said about a sign like a coin 
whose two sides are inextricably linked, (1) a set of meanings and (2) meanings 
attached to these different meanings. If these objects hold such an important place in 
our lives, it is because they occupy a physical space, a symbolic space, a mental 
space (by filling our minds with changes in direction about choosing, using, storing, 
rejecting) and a temporal space, as well as a tangle of feelings and emotions. 
Therefore, marketing is concerned with objects and places that permanently associ-
ate a material dimension with an immaterial dimension. We can then understand the 
three-dimensional levels that apply to all objects (Heilbrunn, 2015):

•	 A physical and sensorial dimension that mostly refers to the consumption good’s physical ema-
nations, its tangible and other aspects directly understood by the consumer through his senses 
(color, effect of the material, product smell, etc.). The focus on the symbolic dimension of objects 
has somewhat tarnished the study of the proper physical anchoring of the consumer experience. 
Furthermore, most of the time the physical anchoring of consumption is considered only in its 
visual dimension, leaving little room for a truly multi-sensory approach. Yet ‘individuals are not 
satisfied with considering, contemplating, examining, desiring, and admiring objects, but must 
touch, taste, and feel them in constant collaboration of the five senses’ (Löfgren, 1996, p. 39).

•	 A symbolic dimension that refers to the good’s own ideological dimension, its ability to convey 
an imaginary dimension and values. The economy of brands resides in part in its willingness to 
lend competence to the consumer in terms of sensory discrimination skills; even though blind 
tests prove quite ruthless since they prove that most people are totally unable to tell the differ-
ence between unidentified food products. Due to consumption’s own semantization phenom-
enon, food enjoyment is more in the order of textual enjoyment than the strictly sensorial. In 
other words, the consumer frequently feasts upon the words he is served more than the dishes.

•	 A pragmatic dimension that refers to the clutch of bodily practices that act through the ritu-
als of purchasing and the consumption of consumer goods. Objects presuppose staging and 
present ‘ways of doing things’ that are sometimes ritualized. The act of applying perfume can 
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be broken down into a precise syntax of gestures that enable an appropriation, and even an 
incorporation of the object. If objects play such an important role in our lives, it is because they 
occupy a physical space, a symbolic space, a mental space (by filling our minds with dilemmas 
about choice, utilization, storage and rejection), and a temporal space – as well as a mixture 
of sensations and emotions. In other words, an object becomes an essential mediator between 
individuals and their daily environments, helping them to reconsider their surrounding spaces. 
Objects all summon up practices, rituals and, therefore, a specific type of corporeal experience. 
Any consumption action (ironing, vacuum cleaning, etc.) can be broken down into a precise 
syntax of gestures that enable an appropriation and even an incorporation of objects. The sen-
sorial experience with objects is inseparable from a specific corporeal experience. From mother 
to daughter, household knowhow is perpetuated by imitation and technical learning, until 
women begin to identify deeply with linen, an attachment materialized through simple gestures 
whose nature seems self-evident and natural (Verdier, 1990). It remains that the experience of 
an object evokes, above and beyond any sensorial imprint, a universe of consumption that is 
emotionalized and socialized (Boutaud, 2004). In short, our relationship to objects always more 
or less mediates a relationship to someone else.

objeCTs: From subsTanCe To inTeraCTions

This emotional power of objects becomes even stronger if we consider their reso-
lutely polysensorial nature. However, marketing is culturally primarily a device for 
the audio-visual sphere and has only recently looked at polysensoriality. The rise of 
the so-called consumer experience forces marketing to delve deeper into the con-
sumer’s sphere of privacy by developing procedures related to touch, taste and smell, 
as evidenced, for example, by the surge in olfactory logos or even by the develop-
ment of tactile design. In other words, the challenge for marketing is for distant 
senses (sight, hearing) to invest in what proximity senses (touch, taste) as well as the 
olfactory as an intermediate register. Therefore, any object may be considered by 
following a spectrum ranging from purely instrumental values to sociability and 
relationship values. In doing so, the object becomes an essential mediator between 
the individual and his daily environment, and allows the reconfiguration of relation-
ships between individuals: it makes the unpleasant pleasant, it eases tensions, it 
brings harmony. In this approach it is not neutral but an essential mediator of human 
relationships, especially in the space of the family home. In addition to the ideal–
physical axis that appears crucial to understanding the mechanics of our relationship 
to objects, we must also consider an axis related to interpersonal relationships. 
Indeed, a practice of consumption is in essence multi-modal, that is, the consumption 
of a product is a synaesthetic experience that convenes, beyond the sensory impres-
sion, an affective and socialized universe of consumption.

One may then consider several levels of evaluation and valuation of a product, 
which are, successively (Boutaud, 2004):

•	 The substantive level, related to the valuation of materials (the feel of a fabric, the smell of a 
fragrance, the elements of sound design).

•	 The referential level, which refers to the various functions of that product: to have fun, to relax, 
to meet other people, etc.
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•	 The situational level, which highlights the product’s consumer framework and returns to differ-
ent metaphors that can recover the experience of this place, is it similar to a garden where we 
walk, to a highway on which we travel as quickly as possible, a magical place in which one is 
meant to experience exotic adventures, a playground, an art gallery, etc.?

•	 The interactional  level, which focuses on human relationships involved in the act of consumption.

We may also deduce that all sensorial experiences are inseparable from a specific cor-
poreal experience. In short, our relationship to objects always more or less mediates a 
relationship to someone else. Psychotherapists have long recognized that our love for 
objects constitutes a replacement for difficult emotional relationships. One interesting 
example was found by Serge Tisseron (1999), who tells the story of a young man who 
used to greatly enjoy repairing old sofas. This activity was an extension of what he 
did as a child to ‘repair’ his parents, whom he always saw as being broken down and 
used up. Having failed in this task, he tried to do better with sofas. The choice of this 
particular piece of furniture was symptomatic of his desires, as a sofa is a lap that peo-
ple can sit on. Moreover, sofas have arms that can hold you, which is more or less the 
expectation that any child has of parents. As the young man’s therapy sessions pro-
gressed, he began to concentrate on renovating the kind of veneer wood that was used 
to decorate early twentieth-century sofas, discovering how gestures such as sanding, 
polishing, varnishing and cleaning the wood’s ‘skin’ could help him to unconsciously 
work through early experiences in which he had been the object of too much hugging 
from his parents. This had happened because the young man’s parents used him to 
give free rein to their own frustrated needs for closeness and contact. Once their son 
had grown up, they reacted to their own incestuous desires by adopting attitudes of 
coldness and distance that the child found all the more difficult to explain because 
they would occur after periods of excessive intimacy. What the young man was try-
ing to heal through the various facets of his DIY activity were these two traumas, the 
invasive contact followed by the sudden distancing.

The lure oF objeCTs

The semiotic approach studies objects as signs and postulates that objects always refer to 
something more than themselves, hence the idea that the sign is intrinsically a lie, which 
means a proxy for some other social meaning (Eco, 1976). The lie of the object is linked 
to what McCracken calls displaced meanings (McCracken, 1998). He outlines a gap 
between the real and ideal in people’s everyday life. In consumer society, the pursuit of 
desirable objects is an important resource for making bridges between the real and the 
ideal. Dreaming and fantasizing are important because this is the imagined domain in 
which people come to define and build up their notion of an ideal (McCracken, 1998; 
Woodward, 2007), and thus to deal with a material world which is associated with 
abundance and excess. The sociology of consumption proposed by Baudrillard (1996, 
1999) is very original in this respect because it is not so much consumer-centered as 
object-centered. He attempts to conduct an analysis of the architecture of contemporary 
material culture by looking at the overarching structure of meanings and codes. He is one 
of the few authors to study objects themselves, regardless of the discourses and practices 
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of actors. Rather than considering consumption as an autonomous phenomenon which 
fulfills individual needs, he views consumption as a social institution where social forces 
(class, status, prestige) are measured and played out (Woodward, 2007, p. 74). As they 
are in a flight from technological structure towards their secondary meaning, which is 
cultural, objects have a symbolic value rather than a use value or exchange value. Even 
though objects are theoretically endowed with a pragmatic or utilitarian component, what 
is more important is their symbolic value. The main function of objects is to mark social 
status and prestige. This idea is of course not far from the classification property of 
objects (Douglas and Isherwood, 1979). That is why, according to Baudrillard, objects as 
signifiers have a significant role to play in reproducing relations of social power. The 
consumer citizen is therefore someone who plays with signs as an integral part of his/her 
identity. Hence a process of liberalization in which individuals use objects as signs to 
reroute their function. Consumption is about weaving objects into a coherent signifying 
fabric. Baudrillard claims that commodities are bought and displayed as much for their 
sign-value as their use-value, and that the phenomenon of sign-value has become an 
essential constituent of the commodity and consumption in the consumer society. For 
Lukàcs and the Frankfurt School, reification – the process whereby human beings 
become dominated by things and become more thinglike themselves – comes to govern 
social life. In consumer society, culture and consumption also became homogenized, 
depriving individuals of the possibility of cultivating individuality and self-determination. 
That is the reason why consumption is often defined by Baudrillard as a kind of labor, 
‘an active manipulation of signs’, a way of inserting oneself into the consumer society, 
and working to differentiate oneself from others through the manipulation of the sign-
value of objects. Objects participate in the organization of a social order where identities 
are constructed by the appropriation of images, and codes and models determine how 
individuals perceive themselves and relate to other people. Social life is governed by the 
mode of simulation, whereby codes and models determine how goods are consumed and 
used, politics unfold, culture is produced and consumed, and everyday life is lived. And 
while for classical social theory modern societies were characterized by differentiation, 
for Baudrillard, postmodern societies are characterized by dedifferentiation, the ‘collapse’ 
of (the power of) distinctions, or implosion (Kellner, 2007). Consumer society is 
therefore a simulacrum in which people are caught up in the play of images, spectacles 
and simulacra that have less and less relationship with an outside, with an external reality, 
to such an extent that the very concepts of ‘reality’ no longer seem to have any meaning. 
That is why Baudrillard claims that henceforth the masses seek spectacle and not 
meaning. The consequence of the predominance of sign values over use values and 
exchange values is that the materiality of commodities disappears.

PoaChing and briColage

We owe a debt to Michel de Certeau for coming up with the most acute yet subtle 
thoughts about how individuals can rightly reclaim the system of consumption. 
Keeping a distance from this sort of binarity, which shows the origins of something 
being perverted by mass consumption, means being more interested in the modes of 
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creativity in consumer practices that no system can reduce to silence. De Certeau 
proposed the idea of internal invention even within everyday life by running through 
a series of tricks that divert the systems of control. By focusing on the tricks, intel-
ligence, plurality and inventiveness of each individual’s modes of appropriation, de 
Certeau examines the processes of subjugation and individuation as possible ways to 
enjoy and respond to wants in the interstices, the constant deviations from estab-
lished standards and accepted codes. Therefore, mass consumption is no longer 
stigmatized as a source of inauthenticity, but only considered in the light of each 
individual’s authenticity. He leads to the figure of the sphinx consumer ‘(whose) 
creations are disseminated within the grid of a televised, urbanistic and commercial 
production’. The issue is not that of consumption as reception but as production. 
Hence de Certeau’s question: ‘The users of the supermarket, the practicants of urban 
space, the consumers of journalistic stories and legends, what do they create with 
what they have “absorbed,” received and paid for? What are they doing?’ (de 
Certeau, 1998). A streamlined, expansionist, centralized production, one that is dra-
matic and noisy, must face a completely different type of production, which is called 
‘consumption’, known for its tricks, its breaking down over time, its poaching, its 
underground character, its tireless murmur, in short, a near invisibility because it is 
not seen through its own products (which it would prefer) but in the art of using them 
that is imposed on them.

Thus, de Certeau’s re-appropriation refers to poaching and various possible 
re-uses, that is, a turnaround of constraints established from above against them-
selves through which individuals try to appropriate time and space by changing the 
names, by diverting them from their purpose, in short, through tricks. The Practice 
of Everyday Life discusses an attempt to ‘re-enchant the world’ to the extent that de 
Certeau seeks to bring forth from the banality of everyday life a poetic inventive-
ness that reveals an inexhaustible power of creativity. A poïesis, an active sense of 
re-creation that lives inside the subjects with the most routine lives (Dosse, 2007, 
p. 502). Everyday life, in its poetic dimension, makes possible the tricks and tactics 
for changing the modes of appropriation expected by strategists. It serves to exceed 
the cut-off postulated between an active-type production and consumption, which is 
not passive and tends to dissolve under users’ continual resistance to following the 
rules. To speak of an amateur is to talk about consumers who are not familiar with the 
producers, who become poets in their own lives, trailblazers in the jungles of func-
tionalist rationality. Consumers produce something that appears in the ‘wander lines’ 
Deligny spoke about. They map out seemingly senseless ‘unspecified trajectories’ 
inconsistent with the built environment, which maps out and prefabricates where 
they will go. As de Certeau shows, although the prescribed routes should cover them, 
these crossings remain heterogeneous to systems they infiltrate and places where 
they cross the tricks of different interests and desires. They circulate, come and go, 
overflowing and drifting in a forced relief, movements of a frothy sea insinuated 
among the rocks and mazes of an established order. Thus, ‘to live, move, speak, read, 
go shopping or to cook, these activities seem to match the characteristics of the tricks 
and surprise tactics: … the art of shooting in someone else’s field of the other, the 
tricks of hunters, maneuverability and polymorphic mobility, exhilarating discov-
eries, poetic and warlike’ (de Certeau, 1998). Whereas, for example, the tactics of the 
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culinary arts organize a network of relationships, poetic bricolage and the re-use of 
merchant structures.

As de Certeau also found, the form of poaching at play in consumers’ tactics 
induces another form of exchange, that of a gift economy (of dependent opposing 
generosities), an aesthetic of blows (artistic operations) and a tenacity ethic (a thou-
sand ways to reject the order established by law, meaning or fatality). The recon-
figuration that allows the deployment of these tactics leads to a style (resistance), 
an aesthetic of a different type that brings to mind the potlatch of Marcel Mauss 
(1967). By using the market and its standard model in which each individual seeks to 
maximize his personal gain, de Certeau substitutes another logic, that of a concrete 
symbolic exchange characterized by a gift and a desire. This is close to the idea of 
bricolage which proves useful to understand how most people interact with mate-
rial objects (Lévi-Strauss, 1966). The bricoleur is a kind of tinkerer, who is able 
to bring multiple creative tools and strategies to bear to solve material problems or 
create new structures. Using a host of materials lying at various stages of construc-
tion or (dis)repair, he continuously responds to the ever-changing requirements of a 
task, as makeshift materials show themselves to be useful or not, to varying degrees 
(Lévi-Strauss, 1966; Woodward, 2007, p. 66). Although the medium may be material 
objects, the bricoleur always works more or less with signs.

objeCTs as ParTners

The psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott introduced the notion of a transitional object to 
designate a material object that is imbued with an elective value for an infant and a 
young child, notably at bedtime (a corner of a blanket or a towel that the child sucks 
on). The transitional object is halfway between the internal and the external world 
and specifically presupposes the existence of a transitional space. This idea of a kind 
of initial indistinction is reminiscent of certain studies of emotions and passions. For 
example, at the origin of an emotion, there is always a meeting. According to Sartre, 
‘the emotion is a certain way of apprehending the world’, one where ‘the subject 
feeling the emotion and the object of the emotion are united in a synthesis that cannot 
be dissolved’ (Sartre, 1943, p. 37). As indicated by its name, ‘e-motion’ is not a 
purely internal state, but more of a movement that brings the subject feeling the emo-
tion out of him/herself, with the subject then being able to express him/herself by 
modifying his/her relationship to the world. Consciousness projects emotional signi-
fications upon the surrounding world and, in return, ‘vibrates at its most intimate 
level, “living” this modification of the world and providing it with consistency 
through physical reactions that serve as its “substance”’ (Sartre, 1943, pp. 50–51). 
The being that feels the emotion is overwhelmed both internally and externally. 
Through its emotional power, an object plays an essential mediator’s role that makes 
it possible to express some of its user’s character or personality traits via a sort of 
mechanism based on an incorporation and marginalization of the individual’s psy-
chic life. The emotional power of objects raises questions as to where they begin or 
end. Are objects defined in opposition to ‘living substances’ or rather by their own 
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functions? Should they be contrasted with humans? Can they occasionally supple-
ment humans or become part of them? Yet to understand the emotional power of an 
object over a subject, we need to hypothesize the existence of an exchange between 
subject and object, an idea that the Western mindset particularly dislikes. The same 
does not hold in other traditions that recognize no such chasm. For example, Chinese 
thinking is based on a participation of both the body and the human mind in the 
winds that blow through the cosmos. Poetry specifically affirms the solidarity of the 
I (wo) with things (wu), as well as the inseparability between emotions of internal 
experiences (ch’ing) and the ‘setting’ or the outside world (ching). Similarly, in the 
African tradition, emotion occupies an eminent position, not as the expression of 
personal feelings, but as an openness to the world. For a black African, a work of art 
expresses confrontation, an embrace of a subject and an object. Aesthetic emotion 
supposedly has traces of this kind of distinction, or feels nostalgia for it. The dif-
ferentiation of this state entails an investment in the object that specifically implies 
an exchange between the inside and the outside worlds, one based on a mediation of 
the body that feels something. What we mainly remember here is the continuity of 
the psychic processes that invest, in one and the same movement, in the body as well 
as the objects that surround it. But doesn’t this psychological continuity mean that 
we should in fact view objects as if they were our partners?

The positions that our Western cultures attribute de facto to objects exist in rela-
tion to a subject. But if we accept that an object entails an experience, would this not 
be tantamount to hypothesizing the reciprocity, or more precisely, the reversibility 
of objects? This would intimate that the consumption experientialization paradigm 
means that objects and brands constitute fully fledged actors in consumers’ emotional 
and daily environments, much like relatives of friends. One significant analysis here 
is of the relationship that individuals can have with mobile phones: ‘we sometimes 
touch them delicately as we would a dearly beloved friend’ (Tisseron, 2000, p. 20). 
Indeed, if the relational paradigm is to be something other than purely metaphorical, 
we must accept some symmetry in the exchange between an individual and an object. 
The wealth of the relationships we entertain with objects stems from their reversible 
nature, for example from the fact that an object may only be an object yet, at the 
same time, it is capable of mutating into a true subject partner. Take, for example, 
something that is ‘treated like a face, hence “envisaged” or “given a face” and which 
in turn faces us and looks at us …’ (Deleuze, 1986). What this means is that a ‘face-
giving’ process exists for objects, and that ‘even an object we use (a house, a utensil 
… a piece of clothing, etc.) will be given a face. We will say that they are watching 
me, not because such objects resemble a face, but because they are connected to the 
abstract machine of face-giving’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988). Imbued with curative 
powers, an object becomes much more than an object.

design and The re-enChanTmenT oF exPerienCe

The penetration of science and technique into our daily environment has eliminated 
most technical barriers to the production of objects. New forms and functions can 



objeCts: from signs to design 419

now be used, thus enlarging the field of possibilities and the creative abilities of 
designers. An increasingly competitive environment has increased the use of new 
technical and creative possibilities in design. The conjunction of these two factors 
has led to three major challenges related to the status of objects in contemporary 
society. First, objects have experienced a crucial disjunction between matter and 
form. Matter – which is always considered the solid, stable, inert counterpart of  
ideas – has, thanks to huge technological progress, become pliable and capable of 
being molded into any possible form (Manzini, 1995, p. 222). New forms and 
functions are now possible. Design has an essential role in giving meaning to objects, 
doing so through the shapes, colors and materials of the object. Second, the 
reproducibility of objects inevitably leads to the fading of meaning of most everyday 
objects which have become mere commodities and have thus lost their substance 
(Heilbrunn, 2015). Looking at objects always more or less confronts us with 
aesthetic issues. Benjamin (1992) was one of the first to show how art objects have 
lost part of their original meaning and authenticity due to their ever-increasing 
reproduction and diffusion. The reproduction of art objects goes together with the 
loss of authenticity, uniqueness and distinctiveness, which considerably reduces their 
propensity to surprise, fascinate and thus to illuminate.

Design infuses every object in the consumer world and gives form to immaterial 
processes such as goods, services, etc. In a culture of ‘doing’, it becomes essential 
to determine why and for whom things are designed and produced. Giorgio Vasari 
(1511–74), an Italian painter and architect, author of the famous Lives of the Painters, 
Sculptors and Architects, was one of the first artists to attempt a definition of painting 
through the concept of design. Drawing (disegno), he writes, means the art of outlin-
ing figures by means of appropriate curves. In most marketing textbooks the concept 
of ‘design’ is either completely ignored, or fallaciously presented as a mere dimen-
sion of the product. The meaning of design is nevertheless much more profound. As 
an English word, ‘design’, which appeared in 1588 as a modern derivative of the 
Latin designare, means to mark or point out, delineate, contrive. ‘Design’ also comes 
from the French désigner, to indicate or designate, and can be defined as planning 
for action or miniature action. In a broad sense, Simon defines design in the follow-
ing manner: everyone designs who devises a course of action aiming at changing 
existing situations into preferred ones (Simon, 1969, p. 55). It is interesting to note 
that the French word ‘design’ has two antecedents which cast light on its meaning; 
design is related to both dessein (project, invention of a plan of action, constructive 
forethought) and dessin (drawing). Design thus means both to plan out in systematic, 
usually graphic, form and to create or contrive for a particular effect or purpose.

Design can also be understood as the manipulation of content through form, and 
vice versa. Even though content is the raw material of design, form is the reorgan-
ization of content, in the sense that ‘to form’ is to fix visual relationships in a given 
space. Therefore, design is much more than simply to assemble, to order, or even to 
edit: as Paul Rand states, ‘it is to add value and meaning, to illuminate, to clarify, to 
modify, to dignify, to dramatize, to persuade, and perhaps even to amuse. To design 
is to transform prose into poetry’ (p. 419).

Design activity is part a Promethean activity which consists in the production of 
both material and immaterial artifacts from which we build our everyday environment 
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(Manzini, 1995). The designer’s role is to make the world habitable in both utilitarian 
and existential terms. The increasing importance of design for consumers is related to 
the growing importance in contemporary culture of images, which become a persua-
sive means of motivating people to express themselves. The social exchange of goods 
is essentially a symbolic process which enables people to communicate through the 
medium of objects. With consumer society, objects lose their material and functional 
status by their integration into sign systems. That is why the designer is a ‘modest 
demiurge … who takes charge of the daily environmental pattern in a hedonistic con-
text where the measure of his action is the quality of life’ (Moles, 1972).
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The War on Cash1

Brett  Scott

Several months ago I stayed in an offbeat Amsterdam hotel that brewed its own beer 
but refused to accept cash for it. Instead, they forced me to use the Visa payment card 
network to get my UK bank to transfer €4 to their Dutch bank via the elaborate 
international correspondent banking system.

I was there with civil liberties campaigner Ben Hayes. We were irritated by the 
anti-cash policy, something the hotel staff took for annoyance at the international 
payments charges we’d face. That wasn’t it though. Our concern was an intuitive one 
about a potential future world in which we’d have to report our every economic move 
to a bank, and the effect this could have on marginalised people.

‘Cashless society’ is a euphemism for the ‘ask-your-banks-for-permission-to-pay 
society’. Rather than an exchange occurring directly between the hotel and me, it 
takes the form of a ‘have your people talk to my people’ affair. Various intermedi-
aries message one another to arrange an exchange between our respective banks. 
That may be a convenient option, but in a cashless society it would no longer be an 
option at all. You’d have no choice but to conform to the intermediaries’ automated 
bureaucracy, giving them a lot of power, and a lot of data about the microtexture of 
your economic life.

Our concerns are unfashionable. Without any explicit declaration, the War on 
Cash has begun. Proponents of digital payment systems are riding upon technology-
friendly times to proclaim the imminent Death of Cash. Sweden leads in the drive to 
reach this state, but the UK is edging that way too. London buses stopped accepting 
cash in 2014, but do accept MasterCard and Visa contactless payment cards.

Every cash transaction you make is one that a payments intermediary like Visa 
takes no fee from, so it has an interest in making cash appear redundant, deviant 
and criminal. That’s why, in 2016, Visa Europe launched its ‘Cashfree and Proud’ 
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campaign, to inform cardholders that ‘they can make a Visa contactless payment with 
confidence and feel liberated from the need to carry cash’.2

The company’s press release declared the campaign ‘the latest step of Visa UK’s 
long term strategy to make cash “peculiar” by 2020’.

There you have it. An orchestrated strategy to make us feel weird about cash. 
Propaganda is a key weapon of war, and all sides present themselves as liberators. 
Visa comes across like a paternalistic commander when assuring us that we – like a 
baby taking first steps – will feel a sense of achievement at liberating ourselves from 
the burden of cash dependence. Visa’s technology offers freedom without depend-
ence or dangers.

Visa is joined by other propagandists. In 2014 Penny for London arrived, an appar-
ently altruistic group set up by the Mayor’s Fund for London and Barclaycard, using 
charity as a hook to switch people to contactless cards on the London Underground. 
PayPal plastered cities with billboards claiming that ‘new money doesn’t need a 
wallet’, along with a video proclaiming: ‘New money isn’t paper, it’s progress’. 
Astroturfing campaigns like No Cash Day are backed by American Express, high-
lighting such anti-cash themes as the environmental impact of banknotes. Other tac-
tics include pointing out that criminals use cash, that it fuels the shadow economy, 
that it’s unsafe, and that it facilitates tax evasion.

These arguments have notable shortcomings. Criminals use many things that we 
keep – like cars – and fighting crime doesn’t take priority over maintaining other 
social goods like civil liberties. The ‘shadow economy’ is a derogatory term used 
by elites to describe the economic activities of people they neither understand nor 
care about. As for safety, having your wallet cash stolen pales in comparison to 
having your savings obliterated in a digital account hack. And if you care about tax 
justice, start with the mass corporate tax avoidance facilitated by the formal bank-
ing sector.

The peculiar feature about this war, however, is that only one side is fighting. 
Very few media champions defend cash. It is like a taken-for-granted public utility, 
whereas digital payments platforms are run by private companies with an incentive 
to flood the media with their key messages. When they fight this war, their target is 
our cultural belief in cash, and the belief that its provision should be a public right.

The UK government does not plan to maintain that right, and is siding with the 
payments industry. Their position is summed up by economist Kenneth Rogoff in 
his new book The Curse of Cash. He argues that, apart from facilitating crime and 
tax evasion, cash hampers central banks from setting negative interest rates. In the 
absence of cash, everyone must keep their money in the form of digital bank depos-
its. During recessions central banks could then use the banking system to delib-
erately corrode people’s deposits via negative charges, ‘inspiring’ them to spend 
rather than hoard.

The emergent consensus among economic and political elites is that this is the 
direction to go in, but to manufacture consent for this requires a drip-drip erosion of 
public resistance. Hearts and minds must be shown that the change represents inevi-
table and desirable progress.

Anyone defending cash in this context will be labelled as an anti-progress, reaction-
ary and nostalgic Luddite. That’s why we must not defend cash. Rather, we should 
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focus on pointing out that the Death of Cash means the Rise of Something Else. We 
are fighting a broader battle to maintain alternatives to the growing digital panopticon 
that is emerging all around us.

The Two modes oF money

To understand this conflict, we must step back. A monetary transaction involves 
specific goods or services being exchanged for tokens giving access to general goods 
and services from others. The pub landlord hands me beer at night if I transfer tokens 
that allow him to get cigarettes from a shopkeeper in the morning.

There are two ways to implement this though.
The first is to give the tokens a physical form. In this scenario, ‘getting rich’ means 

accumulating those physical things and ‘making a payment’ means handing them 
over to someone else. They are bearer instruments, which means nobody keeps a 
record of who owns them. Rather, whoever holds them owns them. This is your wal-
let with notes in it. This is cash.

Alternatively, you can use a ledger. Someone sets up a database with spaces allot-
ted to different people. This is then used to keep a record of who has tokens. These 
tokens have no physical form, but are written into existence. They are ‘data objects’, 
and they are ‘moved around’ by editing the record. The keeper of the ledger thus 
maintains an account of what money is attributable to you, ‘keeping score’ of it for 
you. In this system, ‘getting rich’ means accumulating a high score on your account. 
‘Making a payment’ involves identifying yourself to the keeper of the ledger via a 
communications system, and requesting that they edit your account, and the account 
of whoever you are paying.

Does this sound familiar? It is your bank account.
Old banks used actual books to maintain these account ledgers, but modern banks 

use digital databases housed in huge datacentres. You then interact with them via 
your internet banking portal, your phone app, or by going into a branch. This is not a 
minor part of the monetary system. Over 90 per cent of the UK’s money supply exists 
nowhere but on bank databases.

It is upon this underlying infrastructure that payment card companies like Visa build 
their operations. They deal with situations in which someone with one bank account 
finds themselves in a shop owned by someone else with another bank account. Rather 
than the pub landlord giving me his bank details for a manual transfer, my card sends 
messages through Visa’s network to automatically arrange the editing of our respec-
tive accounts.

Many fintech – financial technology – start-ups specialise in finding ways to aug-
ment, gamify or streamline elements of this underlying infrastructure. Thus, I might 
use a mobile phone fingerprint reader to authorise changes to the bank databases. 
Much fintech ‘disruption’ merely involves putting slicker clothes on the same old 
emperor.

The use of high-speed communications systems to rearrange binary code informa-
tion about who has what money might be new, but ledger money is as old as any bearer 
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form. The Rai stones of the island of Yap were huge and largely unmovable stones that, 
while seeming like physical tokens, were a form of ledger money. Rather than being 
physically moved – like cash would – a record of who owned the stones was kept in 
people’s heads, stored in their communal memory. If the owners wished to ‘transfer’ 
a stone to another, they ‘edited the ledger’ of who possessed the tokens by merely 
informing the community. Why physically roll the stone if you can just get everyone 
to remember that it has ‘moved’ to somebody else? The main reason that we struggle 
to recognise this as a form of cashlessness is that the ledger is invisible and informal.

Cashless society, though, is presented as futuristic progress rather than past 
history, a fashionable motif of futurists, entrepreneurs and innovation gurus. 
Nevertheless, while there are real trends in behaviour and tastes to be spotted in 
society, there are also trends in behaviour and taste among trend-spotters. They are 
paid to fixate upon change and so have an incentive to hype minor shifts into ‘end of 
history’ deaths, births and revolutions. Innovation communities are always at risk of 
losing touch within an echo chamber of buzzwords, amplifying one another’s spec-
ulations into concrete future certainties. These prediction factories always produce 
the same two unprovable sentences: ‘In the future we will …’ and ‘In the future we 
will no longer …’. Thus, in the future we will all use digital payments. In the future 
we will no longer use cash.

This is the utopia presented by the growing digital payments industry, which 
wishes to turn the perpetual mirage of cashless society into a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
Indeed, a key trick to promoting your interests is to speak of them as obvious inevi-
tabilities that are already under way. It makes others feel silly for not recognising the 
apparently obvious change.

To create a trend you should also present it as something that other people demand. 
A sentence like ‘All over the world, people are switching to digital payments’ is 
not there to describe what other people want. It’s there to tell you what you should 
want by making you feel out of sync with them. Fintech investor Rich Ricci, for 
example, invokes the spectre of millennials, with their strange moral power to define 
the future.3 They are – according to the digital payments industry – repulsed by the 
revolting physicality of cash, and feel all warm towards fintech gadgets. But these are 
not, on the whole, real people. They are a weapon in the arsenal of marketing depart-
ments used to make older people feel prehistoric. We’re not pushing this. We’re just 
responding to what the new generation demands.

And so we get Visa’s Cashfree and Proud campaign. If people really were ashamed 
of cash, they wouldn’t need ads to tell them. Visa must engineer that shame to teach 
you that what you want is the same as what they want. And if you don’t want it, just 
remember that cashless society is inevitable. Don’t get left behind.

But this system will leave many behind. It is hardwired to include only those with 
access to a bank account; and bank accounts are hosted by profit-seeking corpora-
tions that operate at scale. They have no time for your individual idiosyncrasies. 
They cannot make profit off anyone who cannot easily be categorised and modelled 
on a spreadsheet.

So, good luck to you if you find yourself with only sporadic appearances in the 
official books of state, if you are a rural migrant without a recorded birthdate, iden-
tifiable parents or an ID number. Sorry if you lack markers of stability, if you are a 
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rogue traveller without permanent address, phone number or email. Apologies if you 
have no symbols of status, if you’re an informal economy hustler with no assets and 
low, inconsistent income. Condolences if you have no official stamps of approval 
from gatekeeper bodies, like university certificates or records of employment at a 
formal company. Goodbye if you have a poor record of engagements with recognised 
institutions, like a criminal record or a record of missed payments.

This is no small problem. The World Bank estimates that there are two billion 
adults without bank accounts, and even those who do have them still often rely upon 
the informal flexibility of cash for everyday transactions. These are people bear-
ing indelible markers of being incompatible with formal institutional space. They 
are often too unprofitable for banks to justify the expense of setting them up with 
accounts. This is the shadow economy, invisible to our systems.

The shadow economy is not just ‘poor’ people. It’s potentially anybody who hasn’t 
internalised the correct state-corporate narrative of normality, and anyone seeking a 
lifestyle outside of the mainstream. The future presented by self-styled innovation 
gurus has no scope for flexible, unpredictable or invisible people. They represent 
analogue backwardness. The future is a world of endless consumer choice built upon 
an inescapable digital uniformity of automated rules, a matrix outside which you can 
neither exist nor think.

The FinanCial PanoPTiCon

Back in Amsterdam I hang out with Ancilla van de Leest of the Netherlands Pirate 
Party. She only visits establishments that accept cash, true to her political belief in 
individual privacy from prying eyes.

It would be wrong to assume, however, that Ancilla’s primary concern involves 
surveillance by a Big Brother-style bogeyman. It’s true that your spending patterns 
reveal much about how you actually live, and the privacy implications of having 
these recorded in searchable database format are only starting to be uncovered.  
We know that targeted individual surveillance of payments occurs by the likes of the 
FBI and the NSA, but routinised mass surveillance could become a norm. Imagine 
automatic flagging systems triggered by anyone engaging in a combination of trans-
actions deemed subversive. Tax authorities are bound to be building systems to flag 
discrepancies between your spending patterns and your declared profits.

It’s also true that at London fintech gatherings the excited visions of cashless 
society now occasionally come with a disclaimer that we should think about the 
power granted to those who control the system. Not only can payments intermediaries 
see every time you buy access to a porn site, but they have the ability to censor your 
transactions, like Visa, PayPal and MasterCard attempting to choke WikiLeaks by 
refusing to process people’s donations. We could imagine some harsh sci-fi scenario 
in which a theocratic regime issues decrees to payments processors to block anyone 
buying books deemed sexually deviant. Such decrees could be automatically enforced 
via code, with subroutines remotely triggering smart locks to place the offending 
miscreant under house arrest while automatically deducting a fine from their account.
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Such automated dystopias should ideally be avoided, so a dose of paranoia about 
digital payments systems is a healthy impulse, even if it might be unwarranted.

But that isn’t really the point. What’s more important to Ancilla and me is the 
looming sense of an external watcher that ‘assists’, ‘guides’ or ‘helps’ you in your 
life, tracking and logging your moves in order to influence you. The watcher is not 
a single entity. It’s a collective array being incrementally built in stages by start-ups 
and companies around the world as we speak. We feel it seeping deeper into our 
lives, a mesh of connected devices, cookies and sensors. Whether we visualise it as 
the benevolent eyes of a parent, or the menacing eyes of a tyrant doesn’t matter. The 
point is that the eyes have the potential to monitor you, all the time.

The proclaimed Death of Cash is thus an episode in the broader drama that is 
the Death of Privacy, the death of breathing room, and the death of informal, non-
measured, unaccounted-for behaviour. Every action you take must forever be attached 
to your digital persona, dragging with it a data trail extending back to the day you 
were born. We face creating an entire generation of people who do not know what it 
feels like to not be monitored.

PreParing For The war on Cash

For many economists, the War on Cash will be resolved by their favourite mystical 
demigod, the market. This guiding force prevails when utility-maximising producers 
and consumers go around making rational choices with perfect information about 
their options, and with total freedom to choose whether or not to exercise those 
options. If digital payment transaction costs are lower, then cash will rightly die.

The pristine realm of market theory is unfit to assess the dynamics of this situation. 
Our sense of what constitutes a legitimate choice does not form in a vacuum. We are 
born into social power structures that tell us what normality is, and that shame us for 
not choosing ‘correctly’. You might be a rebel who challenges prevailing cultural 
norms, but those norms are conditioned by those with the greatest financial and media 
clout. At this moment the blaring of propaganda extolling the short-term conveniences 
of digital payment is dulling our critical impulses to rearrange our cultural DNA. 
Who is thinking about the longer-term implications of building our lives around these 
systems, and thereby locking ourselves into dependence upon them?

Unlike a battle fought using violence, hegemony is the assertion of power by getting 
people to believe in it, to see it as inevitable, unassailable and normal. Visa’s four-
year plan is one such exercise, and once we’ve internalised it, we’ll choose to build 
their power. We’ll feel strangely comforted by the MasterCard billboard endorsed by 
the Mayor of London. We’ll find ourselves downloading ApplePay like a dazed child 
accepting a gift.

So, let’s prepare for the War on Cash. Remember, this is not about romanticising 
the £10 notes with the Queen on them. This is about maintaining alternatives to the 
stifling hygiene of the digital panopticon being constructed to serve the needs of profit-
maximising, cost-minimising, customer-monitoring, control-seeking, behaviour-
predicting commercial bureaucrats. And fear not, the Germans are onside,4 along with 
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the criminals, the homeless, the street-side buskers and an army of people whose lives 
will never get a five-star rating on a mainstream reputation scoring system. We will 
forge alliances with purveyors of non-bank alternative currency systems like Bitcoin; 
and yes, we will maintain the option to use our payment cards. Because what we fight 
for is precisely that. The option.
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Consumer-Citizens:  

Markets, Marketing and  
the Making of ‘Choice’

Stefan Schwarzkopf

inTroduCTion: The FeTishism oF ChoiCe and The seCreT ThereoF

Arguably, large parts of Western social and political systems, and increasingly their 
counterparts in emerging economies, too, are being restructured around people’s 
‘right to choose’ and their choice-making capabilities. This observation makes it all 
the more surprising to note that there is relatively little philosophical and historical 
reflection on the concept of choice as such. Although the notion of choice is at the 
heart of empirical research in marketing, micro-economics and consumer psychology 
today, this literature often merely researches the content and structure of actual 
choices made by consumers. Normative investigations are then limited to questions 
of whether these choices are efficient in terms of resource allocation and whether 
more or less choice per se is either good or bad for citizens and consumers (Ariely, 
2008; Markus and Schwartz, 2010; Offer, 2005; Rosenthal, 2006; Salecl, 2010; 
Schwartz, 2005; Sen, 1988). All of this literature accepts that choices have to be 
made and that in order to understand choice, visible choice outcomes need to be 
registered, classified and measured. Just as Karl Marx said of the commodity form, 
choice seems for most people a very trivial thing, and easily understood. In this 
chapter we will see that choice is in fact a very queer thing, abounding in 
metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties.

In order to understand how choice became reified as a social policy aim in its 
own right, we need to construct a much wider genealogy of the concept that allows 
us to map the historical, cultural and political circumstances of this reification. 
This will also require us to move away from studies of what I would call ‘small-c’ 
choice, namely the content and structure of individual choices and choice-making 
processes. Instead, a proper genealogy of choice will have to look at the concept 
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with a capital ‘C’ as it were. This perspective allows us to study when, why and 
how the mundane idea of choice became a political-economic concept with such an 
enormous power to mobilise people. As William Davies, Matthew Eagleton-Pierce, 
John Clarke, Don Slater and others have pointed out, the idealisation of freedom of 
choice has been promoted by the rise of neoliberal politics since the 1980s (Clarke, 
2006; Cockett, 1995; Davies, 2014: 22–30; Eagleton-Pierce, 2016: 20–23; Fox, 
2009: 89–107; Slater, 1997: 36–38). The remarkable career of this ideal however 
has roots that go well beyond the familiar story of the public influence of Chicago-
style free-market philosophy.

whaT aCTually is ‘ChoiCe’?

To choose, and ‘to have’ a choice means (a) to recognise available options, (b) to 
reflect on them, and then (c) to make decisions according to standards and 
expectations of outcomes (reward, utility, cost, negative repercussions, fear of 
regret, etc.). It is important to differentiate and identify this term in this way so as 
to avoid confusion with two far-better researched concepts and ideas, namely 
‘decision’ and ‘free will’. As defined here, the concept of choice understands a 
person in terms of a duality, that is in their active and passive role as chooser. As 
choosers, we are making active choices but the choice of choice that we have is not 
always produced by us, nor do we always desire to be in the position of having to 
choose (e.g. between pension plans, schools, hospitals, etc.). Hence, despite the 
constant promise of ‘empowerment’ that the proponents of the choice-agenda in 
public services and in marketing continuously peddle, one can only be a chooser if 
one already accepts a set of choices, such as an assortment of brands or a set  
of healthcare providers. The make-up and consistence of this set of choices is 
usually outside the remit of those who are then asked to navigate within this set. In 
other words, as choosers we are never fully proactive, knowing and empowered 
decision-makers, but by definition always passively exposed to choice-situations 
and assortments of options. This sense of being exposed and potentially overwhelmed 
is at the heart of much critical research which shows that having too many  
options (‘choice overload’, ‘paradox of choice’) often leads to suboptimal outcomes 
even for individuals who prefer a wider array of choices (Greenfield, 2012; Reed 
et al., 2011).

It is therefore necessary to differentiate between ‘choice’ and the more action- 
and acteur-oriented term ‘decision’. Choice involves decision-making, but should 
not be reduced to it. The latter term is studied by management science, organisation 
science, marketing and neuroscience and denotes resource allocation in management, 
consumers’ allocation of time and financial resources, and so on. A second reason 
for why it is necessary to differentiate between ‘choice’ and ‘decision’ is that the 
latter term is often defined in such a way that it involves a horizon of alternatives that 
becomes dissolved by the act of the decision. An employee gets hired (or fired), an 
investment is being made, a product-line is discontinued: decisions solve/dissolve 
the situation that has given rise to the horizon of options. By looking at public and 
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private decisions through the angle of ‘choice’, however, it is clear that this horizon of 
alternatives does not get dissolved once a choice is made. Choices have consequences, 
and if one makes any type of choice one alters the alternatives available for others 
in society. Choosing one’s car instead of public transport to go to work is likely to 
act as a signal to government departments to increase spending on roads and reduce 
spending on public transport, resulting in less attractive public transport options. 
Decision science and decision theory rarely acknowledge that making a choice 
structures everybody else’s choice options further on. Pure decision science therefore 
individualises the problem of choice, which is always one of collectives and groups 
too. In addition, the choices we make between alternatives always stay with us and 
inform our next choices (path dependence). Hence ‘choice’ is a term in its own right, 
and to talk of choices and choice within a socio-political context is not the same as 
talking of individual decisions.

‘Choice’ acts as a median-level concept between mere individual decisions 
and the much larger problem-context around the idea of personal will and the 
question of whether a ‘free’ will exists in human beings (Figure 25.1). Given the 
tremendous importance of the notion of free will for debates on whether citizens 
and consumers can be good choosers, it is somewhat unsettling to acknowledge 
how irrelevant the debates around the free will have become for the socio-political 
problem of whether one should conceive of society as the aggregate outcome of 
masses of free and utility-oriented individual choices. The relative disconnect 
between discussions about free will on the one hand, and debates about politics and 
society on the other, is particularly surprising when contrasted with the political-
social relevance of the free will debate during the eighteenth century (Harris, 2007: 
4–13, 35–40; Kane, 2011). Despite the obvious link between philosophical debates 
about free will and debates about people’s ability to make informed and optimal 
choices, there seems to be little evidence that advances in research on free will 
have informed the reconstruction of society around people as choosers of private 
goods and services.

Free Will

Choice

Decision

Philosophy 
(Ethics & Ontology)

Collective Meaning
(Politics & Society)

Individuals
(Psychology & Neuroscience)

Figure 25.1 Choice as a median-level concept
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ChoiCe: a remnanT oF PoliTiCal Theology in a seCular world

Given the concept’s intermediate position between free will and individual decision, 
there is the possibility of identifying a unique genealogy for the concept of choice. 
This genealogy shows that although choices and options are seemingly the most 
obvious thing in a person’s life, the way we have come to understand the concept of 
choice is the outcome of a deliberate and highly politicised invention. We will also 
see that the concept of choice was constructed for reasons that transcend the profane 
realm of resource allocation and utility maximisation.

This assertion raises the question as to how the idea of choice can be an invention 
and a social construction. Whether one is a fifth-century Chinese peasant, a fourteenth-
century Italian market trader, or a twenty-first-century commuter on a suburban rail: 
choices, options, decisions and their consequences provide the most basic structure 
of all social life. Yet, many seemingly obvious and unproblematic concepts like 
‘friendship’ and ‘childhood’ are precisely such inventions and constructions. They 
are socially shared and culturally embedded conventions that have been talked into 
existence by groups of people with a specific interest in the propagation of these 
social concepts. That does not mean that friends and children did not exist before 
these concepts adopted their modern meaning. But the fact, for example, that we look 
at children as requiring specific protection and specific spaces of development is 
due to the invented nature of the idea of childhood. In most parts of the Western 
world, we send our children to kindergartens (literally: ‘children’s gardens’), and 
their accessibility and affordability is one of the key issues of policy debates. The 
reasons for the existence of this particular set of institutions (kindergarten buildings, 
kindergarten teachers, kindergarten toys and curricula, special food for children, etc.) 
is the invented idea that childhood constitutes a special phase in one’s life, a phase 
during which a person is still closer to the original nature of man, the one enjoyed by 
Adam and Eve in Paradise.

As historians of European ideas have shown, ideas such as paternal and family 
love, childhood, fatherhood and motherhood were deliberately designed by the ris-
ing bourgeoisie as political counter-concepts against the ideals of ‘fatherhood’ and 
‘family’ propagated by the absolutist ancien régime. In order to rebel against a mor-
ally corrupt, absolutist king, his public image as the ‘father of the nation’ had to be 
undermined. How better to do this than through propagating the middle-class idea 
that each family had its own father and that society was constituted of such families 
who did not need the supervision of a promiscuous and brutal king. Enlightenment 
ideas about childhood, fatherhood and family – the most natural things on earth one 
would imagine – were thus once part of a subversive political counter-culture, which 
later became naturalised and normalised (Bellingham, 1988).

While it might be the case that apples, apple trees, farmers, apple sellers and apple 
eaters have existed for thousands of years, the specific social arrangement and set 
of institutions around markets for apples and choices between (nowadays branded) 
apples that we have come to accept as normal is a social invention. It is therefore 
worth delving deeper into the long history of the idea of choice. This history shows 
that the concept provided a much more important stabilising and destabilising factor 
than merely that of governing and structuring the marketplace. The concept of choice 
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has for at least three thousand years acted as a revolutionising idea that ushered in 
entirely new forms of human consciousness.

At the beginning of the very idea of selfhood in Western thought stood the idea of 
choice; but at this stage, ‘choice’ was conceptualised as passive and as a one-off act of 
grace conferred upon people as subjects. The 12 tribes of Israel fashioned themselves 
as the ‘chosen people’ whose fate was based on and directed by a covenant with 
God. This covenant and their status as ‘chosen’ gave the Israelites a key advantage: 
even if their temples were burned down and they were enslaved, they had God with 
them in the Ark of the Covenant and were thus able to ‘carry’ God around with them.  
The existence of the Ark meant that God was with them at all times and their collective 
actions were justified. This idea of justification, which monotheistic religions like 
Judaism provided for the first time in the history of human consciousness, cannot be 
separated from the very idea of choice. The idea of choice, here in the sense of ‘being 
chosen’, for the first time became politicised in the millennium before Christ (BC) 
since it provided a mode of socialisation and legitimised this socialised group’s claim 
to statehood and sovereignty (Exodus, 25: 10–22; Sloterdijk, 2009: 24–27, 106).

Towards the end of that first millennium BC, Greek philosophers began to afford 
the problem of decision (κρíσις: krisis), election (ἐκλογή: eklogé) and choice (as in 
having to conclude the process of deliberation of options meaning ɛπιλογή: epilogé; 
as in making voluntary and conscious choices meaning προαíρɛσις: prohairesis) a 
central position in their approach to ethics. In Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, we 
have for the first time in the history of Western ideas a coherent account of what it 
means to have agency, to have a will to pursue goals, to perceive freedom of choice, 
and to consciously reflect that both free will and a range of options actually exist. For 
Aristotle, choice existed as prohairesis (προαíρɛσις), translated as ‘deliberate desire’ 
or ‘moral purpose’. This definition combined the freely-willed desire to achieve a 
goal (an outcome, reward, state of existence) and the cognitive process of deliberat-
ing over it (Chamberlain, 1984; Nielsen, 2011).

The Aristotelian definition of choice was to have a profound effect on the history 
of Western thought. At this moment, the making of choices became closely connected 
to cognitive capacities of deliberation, the existence of desire and emotions, and the 
concept of the reflective and conscious self. After Aristotle, children and animals were 
incapable of choosing. They acted voluntarily, but their behaviour was ‘thoughtless’ 
and directed by habits and instincts. Adult human beings of course hardly ever come 
near this description of the deliberating and agonising chooser since the majority of 
our daily choices are also guided by thoughtless impulses, habits and unreflected tra-
ditions and institutions. Yet, with Aristotle, choice as an exceptional situation became 
now understood as the norm against which all human behaviour had to be judged. 
One could argue with Carl Schmitt that the modern worship of man as sovereign 
chooser thus originated in the moment when life became de-habituated and exposed 
to the logic of exception, since looked at normatively, ‘decision emanates from noth-
ingness’ (Schmitt, 1985: 32).

The fruitful encounter between Greek philosophy, with its emphasis on the idea of 
the freely deliberating individual, and Christian thought about God’s election modi-
fied the emphasis on choice and further internalised and activated it. The status of 
being among the chosen was now opened up to all members of the human race, 
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whether Jewish or not. All were chosen by God to be part of a coming heavenly king-
dom. Crucially, this required the individual to turn around, leave the old ways of liv-
ing and thinking behind, and actively choose to be among the chosen few who enter 
heaven. This emphasis on the self and on the internalised obligation to choose liber-
ated the human consciousness, but it also caused tremendous anxiety. As shown by 
Esther Cohen, when twelfth-century theologians and philosophers in Europe began 
once again to discuss very intensely the existence of free will and its justification, this 
was accompanied by a spread of moral panic among ordinary monks in monaster-
ies all over Europe, who felt unable to cope with the new-found freedom to choose 
and the idea of free will. It was within this context that the trope ‘the devil made me 
do it’ emerged (Cohen, 2012). A few centuries later, as argued by Max Weber, the 
Protestant ideal of the choosing and confessing individual created yet more such 
anxieties to perform and to conform (Weber, 2014: 270–276).

The current millennium is very likely to be characterised by the spread of the prin-
ciple of choice all over the globe, even into geographical areas whose cultural devel-
opments were largely unaffected by the choice-centred philosophies of the Greek and 
Christian-Judeo heritage. This development is often summarised using the labels of 
‘individualisation’ and ‘marketisation’. Simultaneously, we are also observing the 
spread of the principle of choice and the obligation to choose into areas of social life 
in which the application of choice-based principles causes anxiety and confusion 
among consumers and citizens.

The seCularisaTion (esCalaTion) oF ChoiCe

This very brief discussion of the meanings and origins of the concept of ‘choice’ (the 
Latin electio) has shown that the concept is indeed very different from related 
concepts like decision (in Greek κρíσις: krisis; in Latin decisio) and free will (Latin: 
voluntas). Unlike the idea of prohairesis, the term krisis was also often associated 
with the context of military leadership: on a battlefield, difficult decisions often had 
to be made precisely because there are few or no other choices left. Given its 
continued use within a political-theological context during the Middle Ages, the 
concept was laden with emotions, promising recognition, freedom, empowerment 
and sovereignty. Choice as a concept was always religiously determined in ways that 
separated it from its more philosophical cousins, the decision and the will. But how 
did this transformation of a profoundly religious term into a term of social-political 
organisation precisely take place? A study of the concept’s use between the 
seventeenth and the mid-nineteenth centuries, a period identified by German 
historian Reinhart Koselleck (1994) as crucial for the formation of European politics, 
will reveal how and why the term became so laden with expectations, and how these 
expectations ended up providing a dominant governance- and legitimacy-structure 
for market societies.

The first time that we find the term ‘choice’ being used in English in its current form 
is around the early fourteenth century. Imported and adapted from the French verb 
‘choisir’, it came to be used in the sense of ‘tasting’, ‘trying’, ‘sampling’, ‘testing’ and 
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‘picking out’. The late-medieval usage of the term to denote ‘testing’ and ‘trying out’ 
continued the earlier use of the term in the passive-religious sense of the ‘chosen’, 
that is the ‘tried’ and ‘tested’ people. At the same time, all late-medieval European 
languages had a more proactive form of this word which expressed the ‘selecting’ of 
something and the ‘electing’ of somebody. What the Latin knew as eligere (to choose, 
to elect, to select) was known in Old English as ‘cyre’, in thirteenth- and fourteenth-
century German as ‘kür’ (hence the term ‘Kurfürst’ for the noblemen who elected 
the German emperor), and in Old Norse as ‘kjósa’ (to vote, to choose). The Swedish 
know this verb as ‘utkora’, and the Germans as ‘küren’. By the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, we find the use of the word ‘choice’ in English also as an adjective, 
denoting something that is preferred, preferable to be chosen, and the best of its kind, 
such as a ‘choice selection of poems’ (Fountaine, 1654; Hinton, 1650).

It is in this rather aesthetic form that English literature continued to use the term 
until well into the early-modern period. Around the turn of the seventeenth century, 
two political and theological developments came together that provided the back-
ground for a changed usage of the term in the English language. On the one hand, 
Arminianism and its emphasis on the existence of a free will began to get the upper 
hand over Calvinism and over the insistence of orthodox Puritans on predestina-
tion. Promoted by King James VI and I (1566–1625) and the Church of England 
(Laudianism), Arminian theology heightened the attention of religious, political and 
intellectual elites all over Europe with regard to the problem of choice, free will and 
individual responsibility for salvation. Simultaneously, King James began to pursue 
a strategy of building up the Church of England as the nationally dominant form of 
religion in order to curb any remaining influence of Roman Catholicism in England, 
Wales and Scotland. Seeing himself as a king selected by God to rule over his subject 
(divine king), he demanded an Oath of Loyalty from all his Catholic subjects. This 
oath of course brought Catholics into a conflict of interest and into a situation where 
a profound choice had to be made.

The first time we find the term ‘choice’ being applied in the context of political 
democracy is in 1603, when King James I sent out pamphlets to ‘direct’ his people 
in the choice of members of Parliament. With the increasing competition for power 
between Crown and Parliament, this logic escalated from the 1630s onwards, which 
is reflected in more and more pamphlets, sermons and books being published that 
advise Englishmen to get their (political) choices right (Bellamy, 1645; By the King, 
1603; Memorandums, 1644; The Parliament, 1646). During the 1630s, the existential 
logic of choice also became reflected in publications that directed and advised the 
same populace as to their choice of religion, with Jesuit priests like John Floyd and 
Puritan firebrands like Jeremiah Burroughs being positioned at the extremes of the 
religious spectrum of those who competed for souls (Burroughs, 1641; Digby, 1638; 
Floyd, 1639).

James’s son, Charles I (1600–1649), continued to reign in the belief that a king had 
been chosen by God to rule over his subjects. His demands for absolute obedience 
drove him into conflict with Parliament, ultimately resulting in a brutal and divisive 
Civil War (1642–1651). All over Europe, similar political-religious conflicts raged 
during the early and mid-seventeenth century, causing the concept of choice – between 
religious denominations as much as between political allegiances – to change its 



The SAGe hAndbook of ConSumer CulTure442

denotation and connotation. During the early seventeenth century, the concept of 
‘choice’ changed its meanings from being chosen (e.g. elected Emperors in the 
German Reich; God’s chosen people), and signalling something that should be 
preferred (a ‘choice selection of poems’), to denoting a vital and active selection. 
Within the circumstances of a brutal fight for power between Catholicism and 
Protestantism, and between Parliament and King, choices had to be made by each 
and every person. ‘Choice’ was now understood to be an act, a mode of behaviour 
related to an active chooser and decision-maker who brings about their own state of 
righteousness and salvation by choosing the right religion, and thus the right type of 
political interpretation of Christ.

After nearly three decades of religious-political upheaval between the 1620s and 
the 1640s, Thomas Hobbes summarised the new understanding of the concept of 
choice in an image of tremendous influence. His idea that a polity was brought about 
and legitimised by freely contracting individuals who chose to give up certain powers 
in return for peace introduced the Leviathan as the outcome of those myriad choices 
being made by innumerable individuals. The image of the Leviathan arising out of 
the people and protecting their land and livelihood visualised what Western market 
societies today believe themselves to be: a way of remoulding dispersed sovereignty 
into a greater unit, embodied in political and economic democracy.

The restoration of the monarchy in England between the 1660s and the 1680s 
brought back renewed efforts to promote tolerance between the various religious 
denominations. This, however, made it even more necessary that subjects had to 
be informed about what kind of religions there were, and what the pitfalls were of 
being surrounded by people who had the right to choose but perhaps failed to make 
the true one. From the middle of the seventeenth century right into the eighteenth 
century, we therefore find a flourishing literature in England that connected the 
concept of choice to the two aspects of life which the Leviathan resided over, ‘civil’ 
and ‘ecclesiastical’. From the late 1650s to the 1790s, English readers had access 
to a copious amount of reading material in form of books and frequently reprinted 
pamphlets which taught them how to choose members of parliament, aldermen and 
wardens (representatives in local authorities), and also how to choose a religion for 
themselves (Tempest, 1658).

The overt politicisation of the term, which had first taken place at the beginning 
of the seventeenth century, continued to have an impact on the literature and, hence, 
the use of the term in the English language (Clayton, 1679; Defoe, 1694; Penn, 1680;  
The King, 1661; The Parliament, 1658). The climate of moderate levels of religious 
tolerance after the 1660s in turn influenced the language of choice in such a way that 
a burgeoning market for literature on religious choice and competition emerged in 
Britain (Gother, 1734; Le Clerk, 1711; Ponteus, 1697). Everything, it seemed, even 
the most intimate questions regarding someone’s spiritual destiny, was now open to 
that very same person’s choice. One publication in 1796 even asked (rhetorically) 
whether Christianity was still the right choice in an age of reason (Philalethes, 1796). 
This totalised concentration on individual choices was also enabled by the renewed 
interest of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century philosophy in Stoicism and the Stoic 
concept of ‘conduct of life’ (Foucault, 2007: 191–207; Pomfret, 1701). Stoicism 
strongly influenced John Locke, whose concern for property and rights (‘privacy’) 
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led him to value individual liberty above all else (Nuovo, 2008). From Locke’s posi-
tion it was a small step to that of the American clergyman and philosopher Jonathan 
Edwards, who during the second half of the eighteenth century skilfully argued that 
liberty and choice were practically synonymous (Edwards, 1797: 41).

From the early eighteenth century, a remarkable widening of the use of the term 
choice set in. The widening of the usability of the term once again brought about 
a change in the connotations that surrounded this concept. Having emerged as a 
precarious issue in the early and mid-seventeenth century (choice between King and 
Pope; choice between various denominations within Protestantism; choice between 
King and Parliament), a century later these types of choices were beginning to be 
understood as rights to be protected by a sovereign and neutral king, and later by 
constitutional documents such as the ones drawn up during the 1770s and 1780s in 
the North American colonies and in France. Before choices could become rights, 
however, the applicability of the term had to be widened into more mundane areas 
of life and thus become ‘civilised’. The English language civilised the formerly life-
threatening issue of choice by beginning to discuss mundane economic issues of 
work, trade, products and prices through the lens of choice and choices. As England 
began to fashion itself into a free-trade nation, builders and land-surveyors had to 
be chosen (Gerbier, 1663), food and beverages had to be chosen (Maynwaring, 
1672), drink manufacturers needed to know how to choose ingredients (A Guide to 
Gentlemen, 1727), doctors had to be chosen (Philomedicus, 1676), students had to 
know which books to choose (Barlow, 1699), country squires needed to know how  
to choose horses and hunting rifles (Page, 1770; The Gentleman Farrier, 1732), 
parents needed to know which profession and trade to choose for their children  
(A General Description, 1747; Collyer, 1761), consumers needed to know how to choose 
tea (The Tea Purchaser’s Guide, 1785), and settlers needed to know how to choose 
emigration opportunities (Holditch, 1818).

‘Civilising’ the concept of choice here literally meant to integrate the concept 
fully within the realm of eighteenth-century polite and civil society. While before the 
1700s the term was used almost exclusively within a context characterised by gun-
powder plots, warfare, statecraft and religion, the early and mid-eighteenth-century 
secularised and civilised the term by using it to describe the buying and selling of 
commercial goods of any kind. This civil and commercial use should not be confused 
with the previously developed adjective use of the term, which continued to be in 
fashion until the early twentieth century. The Romantic period renewed interest of 
polite society all over Europe in ‘choice collections of songs’, ‘choice collections of 
sermons’ etc., meaning selections of widely preferred and high-quality works of art 
and culture.

Yet, masses of middle-class readers were now beginning to be introduced into the 
art of preferring and the art of making choices themselves, the art of training the eye 
to make calculated, goal-oriented and value-conscious decisions in a market. Adam 
Smith’s Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (1776) used 
the term in both ways, as adjective and noun. Smith knew the difference between 
‘choice and coarse pieces’ of beef, but he also referred to the choices that banks made 
about whom and whom not to lend money to; the choices made by ordinary workers 
between different types of employment; and to the fact that the relative scarcity of 
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gold and silver in the North American colonies was the outcome of the choice that 
people made between different forms of exchange, in this case they preferred the use 
of paper bills and barter trade (Smith, 1904/1776: Vol. I: 136, 152, 300; Vol. II: 425). 
For Smith, unlike the mercantilists he despised so much, it was human choices that 
defined the form and outcome of economic exchanges in a national economy, not 
royal decrees and other forms of ‘planning’.

This widening of the use of the term choice, and its introduction into the economic 
and the social sphere meant that all parts of life could now be interpreted as structured 
by choices and their consequences. Books appeared that advised young ladies on 
their choice of husbands, and young men on their choice of company (D’Urfey, 
1685; The West-Country Counsellor, 1670). Yet other books advised farmers on 
the choice of crops and animals. Mathematicians and statisticians became obsessed 
with determining logical patterns even in areas where informed choices seemed 
futile, such as those observed in gambling. By the mid-eighteenth century, rapidly 
growing and expanding societies like England and France needed more and more 
selection- and choice-based processes in order to make places like London and Paris 
governable. Choices began to determine more and more aspects of local political life 
with English local democracy expanding considerably, especially during the early 
nineteenth century. There was no better place to observe how a human being’s fate 
was now determined not only by conscious decisions, but also by random processes 
of choice and selection, than at London’s Foundling Hospital for abandoned children, 
founded in 1739. Here, mothers who had to give up their children would themselves 
determine which of the babies left at the orphanage’s doorsteps would be accepted 
by randomly choosing coloured balls: if a mother drew a white ball her child was 
admitted (Cruickshank, 2009: 256).

What had started with Martin Luther some two hundred years earlier as a prob-
lem of the individual conscience now became a problem of what Lutherans would 
have called ‘the world’: everything was choice, in every part of life, all the time 
(Schwarzkopf, 2012). It was not before the early nineteenth century that this change 
came to be fully reflected by philosophers in a more coherent form. Writing from 
a deeply Protestant (but also anti-clerical) perspective, Søren Kierkegaard argued 
that really nothing in life made any sense if it was not seen through the perspective 
of individual commitment and reflective self-positioning (Kierkegaard, 1988). For 
Kierkegaard, the choices that human beings faced were not merely options of deci-
sions that could have either this or that outcome. Having to make choices and facing 
the ubiquity of choice, acknowledging the Either/Or in every part of life, was the 
only way through which a human being could create and enact a sense of self at all. 
Kierkegaard’s perspective thus turned the aesthetical and ethical question of what and 
how to choose into an existential and thus anthropological question. Kierkegaard, and 
with him a generation of early nineteenth-century philosophers like John Stuart Mill 
and Alexis de Tocqueville, directly connected the anthropological (not merely ethi-
cal) problem of ‘choice’ to discussions about social organisation.

Common to all these authors was the suspicion that although ‘choice’ made mod-
ern society governable, its reification as an organising principle created the danger of 
crowd rule and a tyranny of the majority. For John Stuart Mill, people’s choices should 
govern society because only people themselves were able to assess the utility of a 
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certain selection. Because ‘people decide according to their personal preferences’, 
individual independence (‘liberty’) as to the establishment of these preferences had 
to be an absolute (Mill, 1859: 8). For precisely this reason, however, political safe-
guards against the tyranny of a majority that decided on the forms and content of 
everybody’s happiness had to be instituted. In the same vein, Alexis de Tocqueville 
argued that governance of society through choice and choices created its own forms 
of dependencies and the danger of political tyranny. Tocqueville also forewarned of 
the eroding effects that such a system had on the human character. Democracy had 
no source of legitimacy other than the single voice, the single vote and the individual 
choice. As a way of life, political democracy therefore threw man ‘back forever upon 
himself alone and threatens in the end to confine him entirely within the solitude of 
his own heart’ (Tocqueville, 2007/1835: 56).

Thus, by the mid-nineteenth century, the idea of choice had largely been taken out 
of its initial religious context and successfully turned into a secular concept pertain-
ing to private life and public governance. In France, Britain and the United States in 
particular, philosophical discussion was rife about choice antecedents, consequences, 
advantages and disadvantages. Through the re-appropriation of the concept within 
a secular-political context, the liberal bourgeoisie had created a new type of moral 
universe in which man was self-dependent and able to guide himself/herself in life 
(Foucault, 2007: 48–49).

ChoiCe as CornuCoPia and The Consumer as ‘role’

Nevertheless, throughout much of the nineteenth century, choice remained understood 
as a precarious and problematic part of life, as one in which selfhood – or its 
squandering in perennial aesthetic deliberation – got decided. Remnants of Lutheran 
theology still held sway in the sense that the idea of choice was connected to 
questions of selfhood and ethics. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the 
concept of choice was about to undergo yet another connotative transformation as it 
became connected to the experience of visible plenitude. ‘Having choice’ and having 
to choose no longer meant that as a human being one had to wake up to the fact that 
one ought to be a self. Now, the term choice simply became synonymous with 
comfort and good life. By offering choice, this time in a quantitative and not in an 
existential-anthropological sense, makers of consumer goods and retailers rendered 
‘choice’ a concept that conjured up the image of plenty. Key to this shift in 
understanding was the commercial profanation of the religious myth of ‘cornucopia’, 
or horn of plenty. Before the early twentieth century, the horn of plenty was most 
often depicted within a religious or quasi-religious context: paintings showed 
cornucopias in the hands of cherubs, satyrs and nymphs, or being held by the Roman 
goddess of plenty, Abundantia (Clinton, 1992: 96–107; Rosenthal, 2005: 95–105). 
From around 1900 onwards, the divine personification of plenty, the goddess 
Abundantia and her cornucopia, began to adorn advertisements for department stores 
and the front page of the Sears Roebuck catalogues, which were also called ‘Consumer 
Guides’. In 1924, General Motors developed the advertising slogan ‘A Car for Every 
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Purse and Purpose’ and stressed the wide range of choice between different designs 
and colours so as to distinguish itself from the more austere and product-oriented 
marketing philosophy of the Ford Motor Corporation and its ‘Model T’ that was only 
available in black (McCraw and Tedlow, 1997).

At the same time, the political systems of Great Britain and the United States 
began to legitimise themselves more and more through the idea of offering choice. 
According to the British journalist and author on constitutional matters Walter 
Bagehot, it was due to the fact that people could choose between different political 
parties that both the despotism of pure monarchical rule and the terror of pure peo-
ple’s rule could be avoided. The House of Commons, itself living in a constant ‘state 
of potential choice’ between these two rulers, thus provided political stability for the 
British (Bagehot, 1963/1867: 59). Late nineteenth-century political theory began to 
argue that the fact that there was discussion between parties, which in turn enabled 
voters to make informed choices at the ballot box, was the defining feature of a mod-
ern democracy. Discussion and choice, and not any longer the more intangible notion 
of ‘liberty’, were now presented in themselves as constituting the prime advantage of 
a democracy over all other forms of political organisations.

Bagehot famously claimed that modern man had entered ‘an age of discussion’, 
which lifted him out of the ‘rule of custom’ and prepared him for ‘the use of choice’ 
and ‘the age of choice’ (Bagehot, 1872: 88–89; see also Wallas, 1908: 4–5, 52, 
79–80, 94). Eighteenth-century and early nineteenth-century notions of ‘liberty’ 
had always entailed a sense of being protected from something, mainly violations 
of one’s own body and property by either a tyrannical monarch or a revolutionary 
crowd (Skinner, 2002). Choice, by contrast, carried a more empowering and 
proactive meaning: having choice and being offered a choice promised much more 
than merely having one’s liberty protected from outside powers.

Within this context, having choice now obviously meant something very different. 
During the early twentieth century, the language that surrounded the concept of choice 
began to incorporate the idea that choice in itself was a right. It is no coincidence that 
at the same time female citizens all over the Western world demanded their right 
to take part in elections and thus have free choice in matters political (women’s 
suffrage). During the US Presidential election campaign of November 1909, future 
President William Howard Taft gave a speech in Birmingham, Alabama, in which he 
directly connected market-based choices with voting rights. Speaking in front of an 
all-female audience, Taft said that he ‘desired all young women to be in a position 
of independence to be able to make a free choice in the matrimonial market’. In 
order to achieve that aim, more independence and ‘avenues of self-support’ had to 
be given to women, and suffrage (the vote) had to be part of that strategy (The Times, 
1909). Between 1900 and 1940, Western thought on choice came under the sway 
of the idea that democracy and access to choice were practically synonymous. The 
ascent of women in public life as voters, employees, shoppers and home-makers was 
vitally important for the emergence of this synonymy (Asquer, 2012; Cohen, 2004: 
125–126; McGovern, 2006: 67–88; Schwarzkopf, 2011a; Sneeringer, 2004).

It was within this context of political enfranchisement and widened access to a 
burgeoning consumer market that the quasi-theological aura which had always sur-
rounded the concept of choice became bestowed upon practices of choice as they 
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took place within very new social settings of mass democracy. Without acknowl-
edging this political-theological link, it is impossible to understand why a new set 
of economists and political philosophers associated with ‘Austrian’ and ‘Chicago’ 
economics (William Harold Hutt, Friedrich Hayek, Ludwig von Mises, Israel Kirzner 
and Milton Friedman) succeeded in crowning the choosing consumer as the new 
sovereign king of a free market society (Schwarzkopf, 2011b). This new king, the 
sovereign consumer, then began to attract adoration in the form of a particularly 
framed ‘belief’ and ‘faith’ in freedom, choice and open trade (Friedman, 2002/1962: 
87; Friedman and Friedman, 1990: 51). The expansion of the semantic code of choice 
and choosing from the religious realm to virtually all other sectors of public and 
private life meant that liminal spaces and experiences of ‘humanness’ like sexuality/
gender, family planning, birth and death were made governable by exposing them to 
the logic of choice. Matters of life and death have their sting taken out if a child’s sex 
can be chosen, one’s own gender, too, and everything else from treatment options to 
one’s own way and time of death (Salecl, 2009). Thanks to choice, everything and 
everybody can be changed (1 Corinthians, 15: 51–55).

The semantic field of choice with all the hopes it offers is being held together by 
the now widely shared assumption that all parts of social and private life are situations 
that require a chooser. But this assumption must not be taken for granted. Sociological 
role theory helps us understand how consumers and citizens as choosers came to be 
assigned the capacity and capabilities necessary to actually make choices. As argued 
by John W. Meyer and others, social roles like ‘being a consumer’ do not naturally exist 
or emerge by themselves. Societies have to create, and assign the capability to enact 
specific social roles to, specific groups (Meyer and Jepperson, 2002). In the British 
context, for example, it was the institutional changes associated with the 1911 National 
Insurance Act which for the first time created the notion of ‘free choice of doctor’ in the 
English language (The Times, 1911). Before this moment of institutional change, the 
language of unfettered choice would not have made sense within the context of illness, 
health and medical treatment. The choosing consumer, thus, is not per se existent, 
but has to be talked into existence through discourses that move within semantic 
parameters, which in turn enable and delimit what we accept as sensible or not.

ConClusion: ChoiCe and The horizon oF neoliberalism

Reading the development and escalation of the concept of choice through the lens of 
social role theory might also protect us from the overly optimistic claims made by 
neuroscientists and behavioural economists as regards the possibility of editing 
public and private choice architectures in such a way as ‘to nudge’ people into 
making better life choices. Although consumer neuroscience is well placed to 
explode the myth of the capable, reflective and rational chooser, the research itself is 
also a social act that further embeds that very same set of role projections. 
Neuropsychological research, ‘Behavioural Insight Teams’ and ‘Nudge Units’ there-
fore symbolically only strengthen the power assigned to ‘the consumer’ in the public 
policy arena (Leggett, 2014; McMahon, 2015; Thaler and Sunstein, 2008).
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Conceptual denotations and connotations can be talked into existence, but the 
reverse is true as well. While it was once considered obvious that benign and popular 
monarchs provided the best form of government, consumers’ democracy eventually 
replaced the ancien régime (Breen, 2004). Yet the same fate that befell the crowned 
heads of Europe might just await ‘King Consumer’, too. Widely-read and thoughtful 
books that made an evidence-led and not populist or resentment-filled case against 
choice- and vote-based democracy would have been almost unthinkable only twenty 
years ago. Recent work by well-known political scientists and philosophers such 
as Bryan Caplan (2008), Jason Brennan (2016) and Christopher Achen and Larry 
Bartels (2016) signals the possibility of a shift in attitudes towards choice and vote 
as the one and only, sacred default option to create legitimacy in matters of public 
policy. These and other recent publications allow us to debate again whether reflec-
tive, deliberative individual choice is the fountain spring of virtue and the basis of 
strong democratic societies, or indeed Tocqueville’s high road to collectively shared 
solitude (McCloskey, 2006: 355–357; Trentmann, 2016: 288–290, 548–561).
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Are You Neoliberal Fit?  

The Politics of Consumption 
under Neoliberalism

Anisha Datta  and Indran i l  Chakraborty

‘Being fit’ means to have a flexible, absorptive and adjustable body, ready to live through sensa-
tions not yet tried and impossible to specify in advance. (Zygmunt Bauman, 2012)

Data is cheaper than atta [wheat flour] (Lalu Yadav [a member of Parliament in India, 2016])

The good life made easy; be strong, be healthy, be happy (Goodlife Fitness [a Canadian fitness 
corporation])

Pleasure after all is a safer guide than either right or duty (Samuel Butler, 2012)

Man does not strive for happiness, only the Englishman does that (Friedrich Nietzsche, 1998)

inTroduCTion

Our friend Siddharth aka Sid, an IIT-Bombay graduate and at present working as a 
hotshot techie for a multinational microchip manufacturer made this sarcastic point 
the other day over our occasional skype chats: ‘You know, my credit rating and my 
cholesterol – I’m responsible for both and I have to monitor them both. Hey, no wor-
ries, I now have an Apple watch to help me!’ Sid has internalized the discourse of 
compulsory individualization of social problems, the root of which can be located in 
the ideologies of our time such as debt driven consumerism and a heart attack prone 
24/7 stressful overworked life.

Rose, a mid-level corporate manager, drives every day close to two hours each way 
to commute from home to work. She uses a two-cup breast pump to store breast milk 
for her infant son. Later, her nanny bottle feeds the baby, from that stored breast milk. 
Rose who has an MBA degree lives in New Jersey with her school teacher partner. 
She believes in Sheryl Sandberg’s ‘lean in’ feminism that today’s women can have 
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it all. Her struggle with time poverty and the depletion of care support in twenty- 
first-century America did not make her ask the question of why women’s emancipa-
tion had to forego the social support that the state and businesses would have provided 
in the immediate post-war period of social democracy. Rose is relatively fortunate, 
since she can buy commodified care work, but for the low-paid mothers toiling in 
retail or other minimum wage jobs, the care work has to be done through the unpaid 
private service provided by family members or friends.

In the 2009 Hollywood movie Up in the Air, the male protagonist Ryan Bingham 
(played by George Clooney) gives a motivational speech called ‘What’s in your back-
pack’. In it, he says the slower we move, the faster we die. We are not swans we are sharks. 
This speech is pregnant with a neoliberal logic – it’s not bad to be laid off, rather it’s an 
opportunity! The laid-off worker is required to practice hardball self-entrepreneurship and 
professional networking to get employed in an economy characterized by jobless growth.

Consider another new sociological phenomenon. The global wellness industry is 
a $3.4 trillion market, which is 3.4 times larger than the worldwide pharmaceutical 
industry.1 The total GDP of sub-Saharan countries according to the World Bank data-
base (2017) is $1.57 trillion.2 The humongous wellness market, which is sustained by 
the rich and upper-middle-class consumers’ shape the nature of food intake:

[T]he influence progressive wellness consumers have over food culture is disproportionate. 
Progressive wellness consumers are paving the way, sharing their enthusiasm and knowledge 
with mainstream consumers who are hungry for guidance and direction. As shoppers, 
progressives are no longer thinking about condition management (lowering cholesterol or blood 
pressure) or dieting (low fat, low carb) but are focused on real quality food, positive nutrition, 
fresh, less processed foods and beverages and fun. From a purchase and use perspective, this 
means moving away from products that are fat-free, diet products and 100-calorie portion packs 
to kale, dark chocolate and quality fats, such as found in nuts, avocados and butter.3

In this chapter, the rising consumption of wellness products and services in the neoliberal 
era of capitalism, will be a core focus. But let us first focus on some basic definitions.

Consumption is the last part of the material cycle – production, distribution and 
consumption. The purpose of consumption in the first place is to satisfy human needs 
to survive and to fulfill the primal desires such as hunger. Consumption is an essential 
part of human production and reproduction that is vital to sustain human civilization 
and life on Earth. However, it also plays an important role in the functioning of the 
economy, the market, where money becomes a medium of exchange to buy consumer 
goods. Thus, it is not enough to be hungry for food, one has to earn money to satiate 
that hunger. The demand for food essentially means demand backed by money power of 
the consumer. Hunger is a state of non-availability of food but it also implies that poor 
people don’t have the (money) power to purchase food. Recently an Indian politician 
remarked that in India ‘Data is cheaper than atta [wheat flour]’– ‘Will the poor eat 
data or atta?’4 A recent study by the British medical journal Lancet5 states that ‘the 
average global intake of fruits and vegetables is less than required levels – defined as 
at least two servings of fruits and three servings of vegetables per person per day. And 
affordability is a crucial factor behind the deficient intake’.

If the above examples are not enough to understand the deeper politics of social 
inequality involved in the process of consumption, here is the other side of the story, 
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which lays bare a massive social contradiction existing in our world today. Adobe, 
the multinational software vendor in its monthly release of ‘Digital Price Index’ 
(DPI) reports that ‘Online grocery shopping and in-store pickup were at a record 
high, while sales of Pokémon branded items grew significantly as well. Prices across 
nearly all other categories the DPI tracks continued to decline’.6

In this chapter, we will also interrogate this perverse distortion existing in the con-
sumer market, where there is enough food to feed but malnutrition is endemic, while 
the middle and upper middle classes go for online shopping of groceries and fashion-
able goods that technology provides at a wallet-friendly price. Any discussion of the 
politics of modern day consumption cannot limit itself only to the phenomenon of 
the consumption of high-end organic food, Lexus cars or Apple watches, the discus-
sion should also consider the bizarre phenomenon of milk dumping by American 
dairy farmers to keep their profit margins high.7 The availability of enough food, 
from organic vegetables to low-fat diets, for the people who can afford, and no food 
for ‘about 800 million people who go to bed hungry every night, and many more 
[who] suffer from the “hidden hunger” of malnutrition’ (World Bank, 2015, p. 3),8 
is determined by the present political-economic structure of the production of com-
modities. But this structure is also mediated by the emotions and subjective feel-
ings of self-gratification and the fulfillment of learned ‘cultural’ desires (e.g., sports 
cars, fashion brands, cosmetics, smartphones, ‘spornosexual’9 bodies and so on) that 
consumption provides to the consumers. Therefore, it is not sufficient to discuss the 
political-economy to understand the phenomenon of the over- and under-fed popula-
tions of this world, but we also have to integrate the discussion of the ideology and 
discourse of consumer culture into this chapter, in order to understand why people 
fetishize the objects of consumption. The pundits across various social science dis-
ciplines define the current economic structure as neoliberal, but ‘it has been drawn 
far beyond its conceptual crib in economic policy, political economy and the states-
versus-markets debate, towards issues of power and ideology’ (Venugopal, 2015,  
p. 169). To understand how the consumption of material objects and immaterial ser-
vices are shaped by the discourse of neoliberalism, we will look at both the factors – the 
political economy as well as the subjectivity involved in consumerism.

In the next two sections, our endeavor will be to understand: (i) the meanings and 
implications of consumption through the glut and scarcity created by the market; and 
(ii) the rising consumerism of self-love, self-care and wellness products, which is 
symptomatic of the neoliberal phase of capitalism.

The PoliTiCs oF ConsumPTion From indusTrial CaPiTalism 
Through neoliberalism

The images of the twentieth-century modern consumer in Euro-American discourse 
can be divided into two broad categories – the victim who has been duped into 
accepting consumerism, and the rational actor who is a clever communicator through 
his/her consumption. But what kind of politics is involved in consumption. To answer 
this question, we will undertake a brief review of the existing sociological and cultural 
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studies works on consumption. Following the genre of critical theory, here the term 
politics will refer to the issues of power, inequality, domination, appropriation, 
empowerment and exploitation that are generated through the act of consumption.

The modern consumer as a victim of consumerism produced by the mid-twentieth-
century industrial capitalism and culture industry, is best examined in the works of 
Frankfurt school theorists such as Adorno, Marcuse and Horkheimer. In the post-
war period of mass production, the economic needs for patriotic, submissive and 
hardy workers also gave rise to a need for passive consumers, who would spend their 
earnings to keep the cycle of mass production running. In ‘The Culture Industry: 
Enlightenment as Mass Deception’, Horkheimer and Adorno (1982) point out that 
culture, which is a creative output of human mind, labor and intellect, has been 
dumbed down to become trivial, feel-good, banal and entertaining. As Marcuse 
would later argue in his work One Dimensional Man (2002), the critical thinking 
that the nineteenth century modernist culture could produce has been pulverized 
into entertainment-induced homogenized culture and art in the post-war period of 
economic boom in America. The culture of easy listening, easy watching ensured the 
social reproduction of an unreflexive worker-consumer citizen.

Borrowing insights from Marx’s theory of labor alienation, these theorists argue 
that the objectification of labor requires the objectification of the consumer. Liberal 
economists such as Galbraith in his The Affluent Society (1998) made a similar 
argument by saying that the interconnection between mass production and mass 
consumption is crucial, and an examination of it sheds light on the artificial manu-
facturing of endless consumer desires. This endless desire was generated and sus-
tained by the newly founded service sector of advertising, marketing research and 
public relations in the 1950s. This spirit is best captured in Bill Bernbach’s (the 
advertising guru of the 1960s) comment ‘Advertising is fundamentally persuasion 
and persuasion happens to be not a science, but an art’ (Levenson, 1987, p. xvii). 
The Canadian theorist C.B. MacPherson in his critique of the discourse of ‘posses-
sive individualism’ (i.e., man as an infinite desirer and accumulator) that underpins 
the liberal social theories of Hobbes, Locke, Levellers and Adam Smith says that 
if man is naturally an infinite desirer, why did corporations spend so much money 
creating ‘artificial needs’ or consumer demands through persuasive advertisements 
(MacPherson, 2012, p. 33)?

Since corporations created and satisfied the demand, an almost seamless compat-
ibility was ensured in the system of post-war capitalist production and consumption 
in North America and Western Europe. Herein lies the political economic dimen-
sion of the twentieth-century consumer’s desires. In The Hidden Persuaders (1981), 
Vance Packard highlights how during the 1960s advertising firms started using high-
end statistical and psychological marketing research methods to increase the level of 
consumer desire and demand. This is also the time when corporations started compet-
ing with each other for a larger share of the market, by creating finely crafted brand 
images of their products, which were in essence quite similar – for example, the battle 
between Coke and Pepsi.

During the same period, a feminist critique of post-war consumerism was advanced 
by Betty Friedan in her work The Feminine Mystique (2013). Friedan states that apo-
litical advertisements prevent women from self-actualization. Furthermore, she argues 
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that the post-war mass-production-based economy required homebound housewives 
who could be manipulated into channeling their creative energy into buying washing 
powders and cake mixes. The branded product lines also offered a sense of style and 
identity to the consumers of the counterculture generation of the 1960s and 1970s. A 
prime example of this is the cool feminist smoker image that was simulated by the 
Virginia slims advertising campaigns.

Overall, these writers by emphasizing the political economic angle of mass 
consumption show us that the authentic human needs have been undermined by the 
manufactured wants created by the cult of consumerism. In a way, the twentieth-
century woman/man has been seduced and conned into becoming a consumption 
obsessed homogenized or one-dimensional person. In the process, the class divided, 
patriarchal capitalist society could carry on its business as usual, that is, to keep the 
elites secured, and to keep the masses distracted by consumerism.

On the other hand, there are authors who marshal critiques against mass 
consumerism from the angle of culture and symbolic meanings. They attempt to 
explain why consumers get hooked on consumerism, which is fundamentally driven 
by the profit motive of corporations. The most notable work from this approach is 
by the French sociologist Jean Baudrillard. Material cultural objects are imbued with 
symbolic meanings in every human society. But in capitalism, mass goods which are  
functionally and materially similar have to be branded to impart them with symbolic 
imageries and meanings. Baudrillard pioneered in theorizing the rise of the production 
of social meaning through mass commodities. He says in his classic work For a 
Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign (1981) that in the West, society has 
passed from a metallurgic into a semiurgic society (i.e., dominated by simulations 
and hyperreality). A simulacrum is an identical copy without an original. This is 
the characteristic mode of postmodernity where hyperrealism rules. His focus is to 
explain how the needs and wants that sustain consumerism are produced. He argues 
that our desires are disguised manifestations of social and economic differences in a 
sign system of cultural meanings that is produced through mass commodities such as 
attire fashions. Thus, Baudrillard moves away from a watertight demarcation between 
authentic contra false needs, as theorized in the works of Adorno and Marcuse. One 
of his most insightful theories is that mediated images such as advertisements and 
live television produce image frames, which are examples of the Baudrillardian 
hyperreal. The latter is a simulation of the TV image and reality in which the relation 
between the signifying system and the reality gets ambivalent. The real is now an effect 
of the television commercial.10

Drawing on Baudrillard, the French semiotician Roland Barthes offered a marve-
lous discourse analysis of ads as modern mythologies, which are composed by com-
modity signs (Mythologies, 2013). In his analysis and others (such as that of Robert 
Goldman and Stephanie Papson, 1996) that used semiotics to examine the cultural 
significations of ‘commodity signs’, the concept of identity emerges as an important 
aspect of consumption. A good example of how hip consumption can give access to 
special identities is Thomas Frank’s The Conquest of Cool (1997). He shows how 
everything including counter-cultural social values, progressive ideas and symbolic 
meanings were commodified, packaged and sold to the boomers in America. For 
instance, the Volkswagen campaign by the advertising agency DDB transformed the 
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German car from its Nazi ancestry into a Love Bug. DDB, used anti-advertising 
rhetoric of the 1960s to turn consumption into an aesthetic and emotional practice. 
As DDB’s guru Bernback had once referred to ‘difference’ as ‘the magic cultural 
formula by which the life of consumerism could be extended indefinitely, running 
forever on the discontent that it itself had produced’ (Frank, 1997: 68).

From a feminist perspective, Susan Bordo (1993) has used Barthes’ semiotic 
analysis technique to offer an excellent deconstruction of the gendered nature of 
advertisements. According to her, ads reflect patriarchal ideology which tries to 
maintain control over women’s bodies and sexuality. Bordo shows that by psyching 
out the female consumer, advertisements and marketers teach women to hate their 
bodies, hunger and desires. In the process, a class-based construction of femininity 
gets established in popular culture. As Bordo puts it:

The hungering bourgeois wished to appear, like the aristocrat, above the material desires that in 
fact ruled his life. The closest he could come was to possess a wife whose ethereal body became 
a sort of fashion statement of his aristocratic tastes. If he could not be or marry an aristocrat, he 
could have a wife who looked like one, a wife whose non-robust beauty and delicate appetite 
signified her lack of participation in the taxing ‘public sphere’. (Bordo, 2003, p. 117)

The above critiques on consumption can also be categorized as the study of consum-
erism as an ideology; an ideology which assists in legitimizing and reproducing 
different power inequities existing in a capitalist patriarchal society.

The consumer as a rational actor (i.e., the model man in Adam Smith who pursues 
his self-interest of possessive individualism) seeking to communicate an identity is 
well represented in Veblen’s Theory of the Leisure Class (2000). His famous concept 
of ‘conspicuous consumption’ epitomizes how the new rich in turn-of-the-century 
America could communicate their socio-economic status through overt and waste-
ful consumption. Similarly, Pierre Bourdieu (Distinction, 1984) offered a similar 
theorization on how consumption acts as a marker of taste (such as beer versus red 
wine; or wrestling versus horse riding) and hence social class in modern France. The 
consumer’s taste varied across the class line, and the endowment of cultural capital 
played an important role in the development of taste. Bourdieu theorized that taste 
and consumption helped to reproduce class inequality, where elite consumer culture 
could remain distinct from mass culture.

Bourdieu’s works on consumer culture also helps to explain how consumption can 
reproduce social inequality, and this is a significant aspect of the politics of modern 
consumption. In the same vain, Ann duCille (1996) shows how the consumption of 
mass-produced toys constructs and maintains racial hierarchy in the USA. As the 
toy maker Mattel moved into the lucrative ethnic market, ethnic and black Barbies 
were created. But the ethnic Barbies still retained the bodies and class status of the 
normative, that is, white Barbie. As little black girls would say, the white Barbie is 
the real one.

As social theory took a postmodern turn in the 1980s, some contributions looked 
at the consumer as a hedonist artist (Campbell, 1987). A modern consumer, instead 
of seeking pleasure entirely through sensations, seeks out emotional experiences 
through consumption. Modern consumption (e.g., window shopping at swanky shop-
ping malls) creates dream, imagination and aestheticization of our humdrum life.  
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If the worker/producer of capitalist economy follows an over-disciplined, tedious and 
time-bound work life, the arena of consumption allows him/her to relax and become 
an irresponsible pleasure seeker. Similarly, John Fiske (1989) theorized how modern 
consumption is a form of liberation in a postmodern world. He argues that shopping, 
watching TV, listening to rock music are forms of resistance by marginalized groups 
against the dominant social structures of capitalism. However, critics would point out 
that shopping as a practice of socio-cultural liberation does not ever undermine the 
structural basis of a capitalist economy.

Zygmunt Bauman, who wrote that our transition to consumer society has involved 
a series of displacements: from the community to the individual, from savings to 
credit, from the classical modern to the liquid modern self. In liquid modernity, life 
is organized around consumption, guided by ‘ever rising desires and volatile wishes’ 
(Bauman, 2012, pp. 76–77). He says that, unlike Fordist style heavy capitalism, light 
consumer-friendly capitalism can be characterized by the ‘shopping around’ type of 
life, in which latching on to an identity is flexible and mobile. Consumers run after 
pleasurable things as an escape from the agony of insecurity and from the fear of 
being sloppy. Shopping offers the promise of certainty. But Bauman also points out 
that the task of self-identification through consumption has disruptive side effects. It 
can divide human situations and it prompts fierce competition rather than unifying a 
human condition inclined to generate co-operation and solidarity.

Bauman’s work is a nice segue to move into the contemporary scene of the politics 
of consumption under neoliberalism. In broad terms, Neoliberalism has been con-
ceptualized in three ways: a set of economic and political policies; an ideology; and 
a mode of governance.11 Neoliberal policies arising from the crisis in capitalism dur-
ing the 1970s gave rise to a neoliberal subjectivity. Neoliberal subjectivity thrives on 
neoliberal consumption, and the latter in turn reproduces the neoliberal subject. The 
sustenance of a neoliberal subjectivity drives the engine of neoliberal production and 
consumption. In the following paragraphs, we will try to examine the following four 
questions: What is the nature of neoliberal consumption? What makes up a neoliberal 
subject? How has neoliberal restructuring impacted consumer culture? Lastly, what 
kind of politics is reflected in consumption under neoliberalism?

Neoliberal policies which have gradually eroded the collectivist principles of the 
post-war social democratic welfare state in advanced capitalist countries, have sub-
jected people to new forms of economic insecurity and social uncertainty. These 
socio-economic conditions have shaped the meaning of the everyday reality for peo-
ple, who are now required to refashion their self to cope and survive. The rationale 
behind the welfare state was grounded on the modern notion of social rights for 
citizens (Marshall, 1950). Under neoliberal restructuring, the citizen is supposed to 
take charge of her own life and make responsible choices so that she can emerge as 
an innovative entrepreneur who can not only make her life but in the process she can 
also create opportunities for others (e.g., the business model of Airbnb and Uber). 
The perfect neoliberal subject does not depend on state provided public services such 
as public sector jobs, public education, socialized healthcare, an old age pension and 
so on. To turn the inefficient public sector into a profit-making business, neoliberal 
policies demand the privatization of social services such as health, education, public 
parks and so on.
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In Elsewhere, U.S.A. (2009), the sociologist Dalton Conley says that in the twenty-
first century, Americans live multiple lives. Their lives are so fast paced and full of 
multitasking that things often seem to be out of control. With the economic downturn 
of America, it is much harder to keep the old middle-class standard of living and 
hence Americans are working longer hours,12 and in addition they are constantly 
nagged by a ‘not enough feeling’. As another sociologist Richard Sennett (1998) 
explains, the idea of ‘no-long term’ dominates the post-Fordist society. An impatient 
capitalism is hungry for change and more profit, which produces an uncertain time 
for a disempowered non-unionized workforce. There is no fixed role, no loyalty as 
jobs are replaced by projects, and as jobs get outsourced. In fact, there is no virtue 
in ‘long term’ – jobs, places, friends, love, relationships, etc. A pervasive feeling of 
fear, anxiety, and loss of control characterizes the life of a post-Fordist worker (or, 
as Sennett puts it the worker in New Capitalism), even if s/he belongs to an upper-
middle-class income bracket. Life is marked by a surge in work hours, and by a loss 
of community and friendship. The ‘no long term’ economy/work/life mantra dam-
ages trust, belonging, bonding, commitment, and human agency and action. In turn, 
these corrode the character and an atomized individual is produced (Sennett, 1998).

Conley (2009) conceptualizes the twenty-first century consumption habits of 
upper-middle-class American professionals in the following two ways, The first is 
‘weisure’ (instrumental leisure – leisure is work and work is leisure – e.g., the seam-
less flow from watching a movie online to writing office emails on your laptop, aided 
by the marvelous ICT). This gadget-dependent leisure intensifies consumerism since 
most of the content on the net is supported by advertising revenue. The second new 
phenomenon is convestment (consumption with investment – e.g., buying houses and 
condos not only to live in them but to flip them often to make profit, which is aided 
by the low-rate mortgage loans and remortgaging facilities offered by private banks). 
The ‘intravidual’, who has multiple selves13 accentuated by the cybernetics social 
media, tries primarily to cultivate an entrepreneurial self. This entrepreneurial self 
believes more in who he knows versus what he knows (e.g., the career networking 
platform LinkedIn). The intravidual in order to get over the anxiety of an uncertain 
time resorts to gambling and betting as a form of recreation (e.g., gambling rose from 
5% to 25% from the 1970s to the present in the US, notes Conley [2009]). In addi-
tion, the entrepreneurial intravidual is fragmented. As Conley puts it: we seem to be 
everywhere but nowhere (Conley, 2009); there is no authentic self and a lack of social 
relations; today social relations are based on instrumental rationality and the logic of 
market; socializing becomes social networking, trust is damaged – the market domi-
nates and penetrates every nook and cranny of the non-market.

Now, neoliberalism is also a discourse on what makes a successful man/woman. 
The hegemonic ideas of aggressive individualism (e.g., friends for benefit), market 
efficiency (e.g., education as human capital), innovative entrepreneurship (e.g., Uber 
and Airbnb), cut-throat competition (a competitive attitude negates the chances of 
forming substantive social bonds and long-term associations), the digitization and 
quantification of our everyday life (Apple watch, Fitbit, the digitally monitored 
Impact factor of academic journals, and Instagram) and the growing financialization 
and the rising household debt level (e.g., the sub-prime mortgage; the low interest rate 
line of credit from the banks; 0% interest car financing) produce a neoliberal subject 
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who is engaged in endless self-improvement to meet the goal of ‘zero-imperfection’ 
so that s/he can survive as a ‘middle-class’ person through the rough ride of our neo-
liberal times. The rough ride is caused by a jobless economic growth, the growth in 
precarious labor, state and corporate disinvestment from social welfare, the gradual 
privatization of public goods, and the rapid commercialization and commodification 
of care. All these lead to new forms of alienation and anomie under neoliberalism.

The neoliberal self is a product of a particular phase of late capitalism. As neoliberal 
policies shape the everyday reality of folks, a neoliberal subjectivity is formed. For 
instance, Raewyn Connell (2011) writes about how neoliberal structural and policy 
changes impinge on family, emotional and social relationships such as parenting and 
child care (Connell, 2011). She also identifies some recent cultural practices which 
help to form and consolidate the neoliberal self: an unhealthy narcissistic egotism/
self-esteem based on high insecurity, when self-promotion replaces self-deprecation 
and modesty; the widespread acceptance of the positive psychology discourse which 
asks clients/customer to be outwardly tougher and inwardly weaker, which further 
escalates their anxiety; depression triggered by the threat of constant social evalua-
tion stressors; artificially induced shame/sense of lacking (of wealth, a plush house, 
the latest SUV, expensive vacations, the washboard abdomen, and finally the happy 
life) leading to conformism and the incessant and compulsive running on life’s break 
neck speed treadmill.

In these circumstances, an easy coping mechanism is available through 
therapeutic consumption which shoots up consumers’ credit card bills. To manage 
people’s state of anxiety, the big pharma companies step in with their cash cow – 
anti-depressants. In this neoliberal climate, which is characterized by time poverty, 
long working hours, the two-earner family, the depletion of social connection and 
substantive friendship, there is a general atmosphere of a crisis of care and the 
co-option of the social by businesses. For instance, a paid therapist is expected to 
substitute for a good old bosom friend. These contemporary social practices which 
are justified by the dominant discourse of neoliberalism, and which are supported by 
cybernetics-based social media and digital technology contribute to the formation 
of a neoliberal self.

In sociology, self is seen as our individual subjectivity, our identity. Jim McGuigan 
(2014) points out that the neoliberal social type can be identified as a product of 
neoliberal social pressures. He says this is a sociological proposal with psychological 
implications. Neoliberal ideology and policy reorder the social and they refashion 
the self. The three major players in today’s capitalism – the successful entrepreneur, 
the sovereign consumer, and the hard working tax payer – are celebrated in advanced 
capitalist societies. In neoliberal discourse, the wealth creator/entrepreneur is 
valued since privatization means efficiency and public services imply wastefulness 
(McGuigan, 2014).

The neoliberal self recasts its identity in terms of compulsory individualization 
(i.e., the collective principles of a post-war social democracy are despised, à la 
Thatcherism and Reganism), sovereign consumerism (the consumer mode replaces 
the citizen mode of existence – e.g., education and health services are marketable 
commodities; and there is a hyper brand aware commodity fetishism), flexibility (the 
flexi-worker working multiple precarious jobs to eke out a living), high adaptability, 
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instant transformation, constant switching, and self-entrepreneurship in order to cope 
with rising insecurity, uncertainty and anxiety.

Given the focus of the chapter, we will focus on the rise of a specific kind of con-
sumption under neoliberalism, a consumption practice which helps to sustain the 
neoliberal self in a substantial way. Consumption plays a vital role in the maintenance 
of neoliberal conditions through the rising consumption of commodified wellness, 
happiness and self-care services. To escape the pressure and insecurity of neoliberal 
work and life conditions, subjects surround themselves with brands, leisure services 
and self-care activities, which are infused with neoliberal reasons.

In The Happiness Industry William Davies (2015) points out that since capitalism 
cannot be transformed to meet human needs, humans will have to transform themselves 
to meet capitalist needs. Gurus such as Achor or Zak provide this popular philosophy 
and their motto is – I changed myself, and so can you. Similarly, in India the well-
heeled upper middle class follow Sri Sri Ravi Shankar to bring shanti [peace] to their 
competitive and chaos-ridden busy lives. His Art of Living Institute has a popular stress 
management program, which attracts consumers by saying – ‘Sudarshan Kriya elevates 
the prana [life] by flushing out more than 90% toxins and accumulated stress, every-
day’.14 The Art of Living movement, which is supposed to cure depression through its 
trade marked Sudarshan Kriya, has branches in 155 countries worldwide.15

But how do people internalize the neoliberal logic through the consumption of 
wellness and self-care services, which are supposed to bring the missing balance to 
their work and personal lives, in order that they can achieve a happy and ‘good life’. 
A related fundamental question is why are managers increasingly bothered about 
the well-being and happiness of their workers? Why do they want optimal psycho-
somatic fitness in their workers? What does it take to make a psychosomatically fit 
worker, in particular in this neoliberal phase of capitalism? To remain psychosomati-
cally fit what should the worker consume?

Reflect on the following trends:

A growing number of corporations employ ‘chief happiness officers’, while Google has an in-
house ‘jolly good fellow’ to spread mindfulness and empathy. Specialist happiness consultants 
advise employers on how to cheer up their employees, the unemployed on how to restore their 
enthusiasm to work, and – in one case in London – those being forcibly displaced from their 
homes on how to move on emotionally. (Davies, 2015, p. 4)

Neuroscience claims to have found the precise parts of the brain which generate 
positive and negative emotions. Innovation in apps is leading to the emergence of a 
quantified self, this self can track its mood swings and kilometers walked in a day. 
Davies writes that as big data on the above accumulates, ‘so the field of “happiness 
economics” grows to take advantage of all this new data, building up a careful 
picture of which regions, lifestyles, forms of employment or types of consumption 
generate the greatest mental well-being’ (Davies, 2015, p. 5).

Since the 1990s, positive psychology and the happiness and well-being indus-
try have rapidly grown in the advanced centers of capitalism.16 Global health and  
wellness sales are on the way to hit a record high of US$1 trillion by 2017.17 The 
well-being industry and the discipline of positive psychology try to mask the cracks 
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in our economy, polity, social relations and culture. A person living in a society that 
is deeply unequal, who works in an insecure economy, who lives without the social 
support from the state, but who has imbibed the values of being competitive, materi-
alistic, individualistic and self-centric is bound to feel depressed and unhappy most 
of the time. The World Health Organization caused a stir in 2001 by predicting that 
mental health issues would have become the world’s largest cause of disability and 
death by 2020. Mental health disorders are estimated to cost 3–4% of GDP in Europe 
and North America (Davies, 2015: 107).

Classes such as Dr Jim Loehr’s ‘Corporate Athlete Course’, priced at $4900 for  
2.5 days, introduce executives to elite energy investment strategies, which will enable 
them to achieve a high performance level of physical and mental wellness. Davies 
writes:

the psychology of motivation blends into the physiology of health, drawing occasionally on 
insights from sports coaches and nutritionists, to which is added a cocktail of neuroscientific 
rumours and Buddhist meditation practices. Various notions of ‘fitness’, ‘happiness’, ‘positivity’ 
and ‘success’ bleed into one another, with little explanation of how and why. The idea which 
accompanies all of this is that there is one ideal form of human existence: hardworking, happy, 
healthy, and above all rich. A science of elite perfectibility is built on the back of this heroic 
capitalist vision. The flip side of this, and the real driving force behind many executive wellness 
programmes, is a set of well-researched risks run by highly competitive businessmen, colloquially 
known as ‘burn-out’, which includes the higher chance of heart attacks, strokes and nervous 
breakdowns. (Davies, 2015, pp. 111–112)

Gallup has estimated that employees’ unhappiness costs the US economy $500 billion 
a year in lost productivity, lost tax receipts and healthcare costs. Thus, corporations 
and the neoliberal state would like the discourse of positive psychology to step in to 
keep the worker’s motivation and efficiency levels high. By psychologizing the prob-
lems of our social fabric and economic organization, the agents of neoliberalism (the 
state and business corporations) keep the cracks covered up by neoliberal myths, 
which do not let us see that unhappiness is anger turned inwards or that stress is a 
type of emotional and physical reaction to any excessive demand. Elton Mayo’s 
research from the 1920s has a great influence on management theories even  
today – his experiments at the Hawthorne plant demonstrated that an unhappy 
worker was also an unproductive worker, and the unhappiness stemmed from a deep-
set feeling of isolation (Davies, 2015, p. 123).

But why would workers feel isolated? What is there about work and personal 
life under neoliberalism that makes people get detached from their co-operative, 
reciprocal, gregarious social selves? Are we not more connected by cybernetics 
and smartphone apps? Didn’t Facebook enhance our capabilities to form new and 
international friendships? Or is the story of friendship under neoliberalism murky?

Referring to Dale Carnegie (the author of the popular book How to Win Friends 
and Influence People) Cutterham writes in his essay ‘Just Friends’ (2013):18

His audience wasn’t composed of sociopaths. When he advised his readers to smile, offer honest 
compliments, and talk about what interested other people, he wasn’t suggesting they should do 
so only for what they might gain. He was advocating a better world, a friendlier world, one where 
things ran more smoothly and pleasantly for everyone. That fantasy sold to the tune of 15 million 
copies and counting. It’s just that his vision of friendship – really, a vision of friendliness – couldn’t 
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escape the bounds set by mid-century corporate capitalism, and those were narrow bounds 
indeed. (Cutterham, 2013)

A sociological reflection on this crisis of sociability, friendship, care and warmth can 
be understood as the fallout of a capitalist modernity: self-interest seemed a much 
better conceptual tool than friendship for grasping and ordering this modern social 
world. Liberal thinkers such as Adam Smith assumed commercial society would 
make people more sociable, not less. After all, merchants had to have a basic level 
of mutual trust in order to do business with one another. To succeed in commerce, it 
was better to be friendly. Friendship thus drifted into a subordinate status – a by-
product of self-interested rational behavior (Cutterham, 2013).

Under neoliberalism, people are often living a life full of ‘friendliness’ not friend-
ships. In addition, a neoliberal subject has been inculcated to understand his bio-
graphical troubles as personal failures and as chemical imbalances in his brain. He 
looks away from critically reflecting on the socio-economic and structural conditions 
of his time. The neoliberal subjects are also taught to view themselves as commodi-
ties in the social marketplace – dating on Tinder; pictures on Instagram; and peer 
rating on LinkedIn. In this condition, for a neoliberal subject happiness is a deci-
sion and a concrete goal, which needs to be achieved through the consumption of 
well-being services (therapies, self-help books, gyms, meditation and mindfulness 
classes, laughing clubs, motivational speeches, mood enhancing drugs and so on). To 
him happiness is not an outcome or by-product of a good life that is well lived. By 
medicalizing people’s anxieties (which stems from life under neoliberalism), the big 
pharma goes laughing to the bank. Another exponentially growing sector is Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapy (CBT). Many people,

to get them through the (day and) night [consume] CBT, which teaches people to bypass unhelp-
ful thoughts … [u]p to 43% of all therapy courses in Britain are now CBT, and the practice is 
increasing: around 6,000 new therapists have been trained since 2007 and CBT absorbs much 
public funding. In 2012, £213m went on a National Health Service programme delivering CBT, 
while £172m was spent on all other forms of psychoanalysis and psychotherapy … meanwhile 
the CBT boost has expanded the British therapy industry: since 2007, spending on psychotherapy 
has moved from 3% to 7% of Britain’s mental health budget – the difference mostly spent on 
CBT … The British therapy boom is also a triumph for consumer choice: a recent survey showed 
patients preferred therapy to medication by a ratio of three to one.19

Under neoliberalism, the neoliberal subject is brainwashed by the discourse (such  
as compulsory individualization; high adaptability and self-entrepreneurship; and 
hedonistic and sovereign consumption) to forget to pause from his 24/7 ‘on’ life and 
to ask – are the dominant cultural ideologies and social values of his time toxic  
and maleficent?

In Bright-Sided: How Positive Thinking is Undermining America (2010), Barbara 
Ehrenreich asks a simple yet poignant question: Is positive thinking a solution to all 
our problems? She critiqued the multi-billion dollar positive thinking industry by 
saying that it has a huge influence on the economy and how business is executed by 
Wall Street investors. The recently laid off workers struggling with two or more flex-
ible contracts are inspired by the motivational gurus to be a good team player, that is, 
a positive person who smiles often, does not complain, is not too critical and submits 
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to whatever the authority demands. These folks who are in fact disempowered in 
today’s economy are made to believe in the new age religion of positive thinking such 
as – take control of your mind since you are infinitely powerful. It’s the ‘what’s in 
your backpack’ attitude that was elaborated in the film Up in the Air.

Drawing on Michel Foucault’s theory of governmentality and neoliberalism, 
Nikolas Rose (1990) argues that psychology and the increasingly popular fields 
of therapy and counselling play a central organizing role in Western European and 
North American societies by contributing toward the construction of a particular type 
of subjectivity. Rose calls it the ‘psychological self’. He argues that the contemporary 
psychological self organizes its subjectivity in a way that internalizes the logic of a 
neoliberal culture. Through the consumption of the therapeutic culture (e.g., self-
help books, mindfulness and meditation classes), people engage in a form of self-
governance that perpetuates a fast-paced capitalist consumer culture. This therapeutic 
culture also helps to maintain a social structure that empowers the wealthy elite and 
disempowers and exploits the poor.

The rise of a therapeutic culture under neoliberalism, which also gives rise to 
the discourse of positive thinking, makes people practice self-examination, self- 
regulation and self-construction, or what Foucault calls ‘technologies of the self’, so 
that people develop a neoliberal subjectivity, a subjectivity that thrives on self-care 
and an individualism. This neoliberal subjectivity helps one to commodify one’s self 
as a commodity in a consumer culture. A professional social networking site such as 
LinkedIn resonates well with the commodification of a neoliberal subjectivity, where 
the neoliberal subject has to be self-sufficient, self-brandishing, self-branding and 
actively networking to keep going in an insecure economy, where good jobs are long 
dead. The neoliberal subject living in a therapeutic culture is conditioned to individu-
alize (we would add spiritualize) and interiorize the source of his/her troubles. She/
he also quickly learns to control their emotional reaction in order to be a nice team 
player in the workplace. It is clear now, why a psychosomatically fit worker will be 
much wanted by the managers of the new economy.

Furthermore, Nicole Aschoff writes in The New Prophets of Capital (2015) that 
mythmaking is as central to sustaining our neoliberal economy as profit-making, 
particularly as severe environmental degradation, breathtaking inequality, and increasing 
alienation among young people push capitalism up against its own contradictions, and 
the new prophets of capital emerge in the landscape. In this moment of crisis, a new 
generation of wealthy mythmakers, masquerading as progressive thinkers, has emerged 
to reinvent the free market as the solution to society’s problems. For instance, Oprah 
rallies the poor to bootstrap their way into the middle class; while the Facebook chief 
executive Sheryl Sandberg calls on women to ‘lean in’ to the unequal demands of a 
sexist society. On the other hand, Bill and Melinda Gates offer the generosity of the 
1% as the solution to a systemic inequality. Aschoff argues that these new prophets 
of capital strengthen the exploitative system, even as the cracks become more visible.

The back cover of Bifo Berardi’s The Soul at Work (2009) reads:

capital has managed to overcome the dualism of body and soul by establishing a workforce in 
which everything we mean by the Soul – language, creativity, affects – is mobilized for its own 
benefit. Industrial production put to work bodies, muscles, and arms. Now, in the sphere of 
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digital technology and cyberculture, exploitation involves the mind, language, and emotions in 
order to generate value – while our bodies disappear in front of our computer screens.

A prime example of this phenomenon is the commercial profit that is generated 
through the use of the big data of our social media usage. On social media, folks 
share their stories, opinions, networks, pictures, likes and dislikes, all of which could 
be quantified and packaged into lucrative analytics to be lapped up by Manhattan’s 
market researchers and advertisers. Thus, virtual socialization through social media 
is not precluded from commodification.

In addition, under neoliberalism’s insecure climate:

a new condition of alienation has taken root in which workers commonly and voluntarily work 
overtime, the population is tethered to mobile phones, debt has become a postmodern form of 
slavery, and antidepressants20 are commonly used to meet the unending pressure of production. 
(Berardi 2009)

But what happens if you cannot ride the rising wave of neoliberal capitalism? What 
happens to the poor and the underclass of a neoliberal society? Wacquant in his 
Punishing the Poor (2009) shows how neoliberal restructuring is connected with the 
increase in penal policies. For the outcasts of neoliberalism, the new social reality is 
the penalization of precariousness, which is best summed up in a quote from George 
Bush – society itself doesn’t cause crime, criminals cause the crime. With the demise 
of the social democratic state and with the rise of the unrestrained free market, glob-
ally a wide gap has been created between the rich and poor. As Wacquant argues in 
the time of discontinuous wage work – the disciplining and regulation of the working 
poor rely on the controlling arm of the penal state. He says that the rise of a neo-
Darwinist state under neoliberalism erects competition and celebrates the cultural 
trope of individual responsibility. With the rapid privatization of the American prison 
system, another neoliberal feature, the poor are increasingly incarcerated on the 
grounds of their having made ‘bad individual choices’. Thus, crime and poverty 
which are interrelated social problems are individualized and in the process private 
profits are further accumulated by the consuming elites. The ones with wasted lives, 
they also desire the Nikes and Hush Puppies of this world, but to them violence and 
riots remain the only available avenues to fulfill their consumption desires.

In sum, the politics involved in consumption can be broadly divided into three main 
dimensions: the manufacturing of consumer wants, especially the relative wants which 
sustain capitalism; the penetration of market values into non-market areas of human 
social life, leading to extreme insecurity, alienation, anxiety, frustration and unhappi-
ness; and the reproduction of social and structural inequalities through consumption.

TheoreTiCal exPloraTions oF ConsumPTion under 
neoliberalism

Consumption in the neoliberal era performs two kinds of function for the economy. 
First, consumption calibrates the way goods and services are produced, not just to 
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satisfy real needs but to fulfill relative wants. The relative want of the neoliberal era 
promotes the omnipresent notion of ‘the customer’ (Hall, 2011) who is endowed 
with a ‘free choice’ to buy products and services at the best price; this choice-making 
customer is also deemed as being always right in her/his decisions.

The nature of consumption, driven by relative wants, decides what is to be pro-
duced by the corporations. The advertisers and the market researchers examine and 
create the newer and newer relative wants (consumer demands). Recall the old mar-
keting adage – if you can sell a fridge to a Greenlander, you have matured into a sales 
honcho. Today, more and more resources are allocated for the production of objects 
and services like life-style choices, which give higher returns on capital employed. 
Ultimately, the whole purpose of the discourse of consumerism is to engender and 
disseminate a consumer psyche, which wants the latest commodities, even if the con-
sumer has to mess up his/her credit score.

From the perspective of critical social theory, the question remains – how 
the fictitious consumerist dream to consume the latest and the best, even at the 
peril of becoming swamped in debt, would influence the way a person conducts 
his/her self in the everyday social world? Would it create a new subjectivity, 
characterized by a commodified self, who has numbed all his cognitive and 
physical capabilities to resist consumerism? We want to look at these questions 
from two angles.

First, we will examine consumption as a part of the neoliberal economic structure, 
which in turn has been founded upon public policies of the state and capital’s constant 
drive to make production more efficient. Sociologically speaking, an individual’s 
subject formation is incubated and embedded within the socio-economic structure 
of a historical time. Therefore, any resistance from the subject should be primarily 
directed at the state policies and capital’s exploitative practices on the shop floors 
where goods are produced. The above broadly represents the Marxist understanding 
of neoliberalism and its relationship with consumption.

The second perspective is derived from Foucault, in particular from his works such 
as The Birth of Biopolitics (2008) and Society Must be Defended (2003). Foucault 
understands neoliberal subjectivity in the following way: the commodities produced 
in the neoliberal period are not only for consumption, but they are a part of an individ-
ual’s personification of the self through various means (e.g., the ‘fit’ body gained by 
visiting the gym, the youthful look regained through the use of anti-aging products, 
the calm mind achieved by drinking herbal tea in the afternoon, and the cool attitude 
maintained amidst toxic office politics by reading self-help books or by visiting the 
therapist). This results in the creation of a micro-power structure of self-governance 
and self-regulation by the subject.

We would add here that this micro-power structure, which is instituted through 
a neoliberal mode of consumption (e.g., the consumption of wellness and self-care 
products), leads to the consolidation of the ideology of ‘possessive individualism’.21 
This individualism is all about self-centrism, competition and accumulation. The 
substantive values of ‘being co-operative, being warm and friendly’ as ends in them-
selves do not resonate well with this ideology. Just like the dog-eat-dog world of 
competing firms, human beings must compete with each other to optimize and extract 
their capability, efficiency, energy and resources.
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Therefore, in the Foucauldian perspective, the nature of resistance under neo-
liberalism should not only be directed against the state-led neoliberal policies, but 
the resistance should also encounter the neoliberal discursive practices (pervasive 
in today’s mediated messages and corporate-funded advertisements) that form and 
sustain the neoliberal subjectivity.

The Marxist perspective sees the emergence of the neoliberal ideology as a part of 
the political program of the new capitalists of the phase of financialized capitalism 
which began around the oil crisis of the 1970s. To the Marxist theorists, the opposi-
tion to neoliberalism should start by interrogating the politics of the neoliberal state. 
Whereas, from Foucault’s perspective, the self-regulating, self-examining, individu-
alized and competitive subject of neoliberalism is all about ‘the quotidian experience 
of buying and selling commodities from the market which is then extended across 
social spaces’ (Read, 2009, p. 26), for example buying wellness services, reading 
self-help books, and commodifying and externalizing care work. This neoliberal 
subject has to resist the micro-structure of power by questioning his/her micro-level 
experience. From this perspective, the neoliberal human existence is like a deadend 
tunnel, it is mired in hopelessness and futility. In the next few paragraphs, we will 
discuss these two different theoretical perspectives regarding what they say about the 
rationale and social impact of consumption under neoliberalism.

The starting point for a materialist understanding of the spectacle of consumer-
ism in the neoliberal era is Marx’s contention that production and consumption are 
intertwined as ‘the individual produces an object and, by consuming it, returns to 
himself, but returns as a productive and self-reproducing individual. Consumption 
thus appears as a moment of production’ (Marx, 2003, p. 94). The synchronization of 
the operation of production and consumption is a part of the inherent dynamic nature 
of capitalism, which is constantly revolutionizing the productive forces, whereby, ‘all 
that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned’ (Marx, 1848). The continuous 
creative destruction22 of the mode of production means not only new ways of pro-
ducing commodities but also a perpetual churning out of new and refined consumer 
goods unknown to human history. One of the ways neoliberal capitalism is different 
from the liberal capitalism of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is its ability, 
mediated by digital technology, to accelerate the production-consumption process. 
The ‘political economic practices’23 (Harvey, 2005, p. 2) of neoliberalism has practi-
cally eliminated the time-space differences not only within the production system 
but also between production and consumption through the acceleration in the circu-
lation of commodities in the product’s life-cycle. The various financialization pro-
grams (e.g., 0% interest for buying a new car),24 hyper accelerate this process, which 
‘speeds commodities through the process of exchange, increasing capital’s turnover, 
the rate at which it changes from commodity into money and then back into the labour  
process that creates yet more commodities’ (Dyer-Witheford, 2015, p. 82).

Therefore, any understanding of consumption has to start with the political economy 
of the production of commodities and the latter’s link with the realization of the surplus 
value accumulation through the path of consumerism, where a human being is only seen 
as a demand creator machine. The machine’s only purpose is to have more and more 
consumption in order to ‘Accumulate, accumulate! That is Moses and the prophets! 
(Marx, 1867). One of the root causes of the crisis of capital accumulation of the 1970s 
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‘affected everyone through the combination of rising unemployment and accelerating 
inflation’ (Harvey, 2007, p. 27). The discourse of ‘individualized entrepreneurship and 
consumerism’ were touted against the ‘inefficiency’ of the welfare economy in order 
to drum up support for the ideology of freedom of choice and self-aggrandizement. 
While the economic crisis of the twentieth-century state-led welfare capitalism, 
has triggered the emergence of neoliberal capitalism, the Manhattan-Street-driven 
aggressive consumer culture was seen as a derivative of commodity production, that is, 
the relentless drive of capital to extract surplus value after every round of production-
consumption cycle. After all what is produced has to be sold, and one of the ways to 
do this is through the ‘manipulation’ of the human mind by creating artificial human 
needs (e.g., the TV dinner, perfumed garbage bags, eye lash extensions, the skinny 
latte, the foundation cream to produce pore-less porcelain faces and so on).

The theoretical postulates of treating production and consumption under neolib-
eralism as a political-economic project, that Peck refers to as a macroinstitutionalist 
path (Peck, 2013, p. 141), has been questioned in recent times by critical scholars 
of various persuasions (Brown, 2015; Lazzarato, 2014; Oksala, 2015; Read, 2009). 
These scholars draw on Foucault’s theory of the difference between classical liberal-
ism and neoliberalism (Foucault, 2008), and Antonio Negri’s theory of the production 
of neoliberal subjectivity (Negri, 1989), under conditions when factories are no longer 
the centers of subject formation. Rather, capital has crossed the spatial boundaries of 
factories and entered into our ‘life process’, obliterating the differences between work 
place and home, state and civil society, production and social reproduction. There has 
been a change of the spatial configuration ‘… the relations of capitalist exploitation 
are expanding everywhere, not limited to the factory but tending to occupy the entire 
social terrain … the dialectic between productive forces and the system of domination 
no longer has a determinate place’ (Hardt and Negri, 2000, p. 209).

The influential critical academic works on media, information and technology sel-
dom use the concept of class or mode of production as a tool of analysis to explain 
the restructuring of the global economy in terms of the contestation between cap-
ital’s offensive to subordinate living labor by machines (fixed capital) for surplus 
appropriation, and the working class’s push back for survival. Rather, globalization 
and neoliberalism are explained (e.g., Brown, 2015; Oksala, 2015) as ‘technologi-
cal enframing’ of human relations, where the subject’s position is defined by being 
‘market actors – consumers, individual investors and entrepreneurs – across several 
dimensions of their lives’ (Oksala, 2015, para 17). This forms the neoliberal subject 
in the cybernetics world, where acceleration of production processes and financiali-
zation have turned subject-agency into fragments of multiple identity defined by the 
consciousness of ‘homo oeconomics’ (Brown, 2015).

In Foucault’s understanding, while liberalism posits human beings as an economic 
subject (‘homo economics’), in neoliberalism this subject position is extended to the 
governance of the individual to a particular manner of living. Here, consumption plays 
the most vital role through self-caring and the search for an ‘individualized’ wellness. 
This leads to, as Negri (1989) put it, the production of a subjectivity that is more than 
a political program managed by the state and the corporations; rather society as a 
whole becomes a marketplace of commodities satisfying the consumer needs of the 
individual created through an effective control of information and communication 
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about the products. So consumption is not restricted to consuming a pizza produced 
at a pizza factory, but first of all it is the consumption of information about the taste, 
size, thickness, toppings, price, ingredients, coupons, apps and websites that will 
meet the individual’s customized criteria of satisfaction. ‘The consumer is no longer 
limited to consuming commodities (destroying them in the act of consumption). On 
the contrary, his or her consumption should be productive in accordance to the nec-
essary conditions and the new products’ (Lazzarato, n.d.). Under neoliberalism and 
cybernetics, consumption is first of all a consumption of information. Consumption 
is no longer only the ‘realization’ of a product, but a real and proper social process 
that for the moment is defined with the term communication (Lazzarato, n.d.). The 
information systems associated with the production of a commodity are not produced 
within the factory space as a part of material production. They are part of ‘“imma-
terial” production: audiovisual production, advertising, fashion, the production of 
software, photography, cultural activities, and so forth’, created and produced across 
the society beyond the factory space (Lazzarato, n.d.).

Lazzarato defines immaterial labor as ‘the labor that produces the informational 
and cultural content of the commodity’ (Lazzarato, 1996, p. 133). The proliferation 
of the service sector and knowledge-based work can be classified as immaterial work. 
The separation of material labor from immaterial labor has been questioned in a few 
academic works (Camfield, 2007; Dyer-Witheford and Sharman, 2005; Gill and Prat, 
2008). The main argument against this separation is that there is no clear-cut distinc-
tion between material and immaterial work. As Camfield notes, for the hospital work-
ers who do both affective labor as well as manual work such as cleaning bedpans, the 
distinction vanishes (Camfield, 2007, p. 3). For Lazzarato:

From a strictly economic point of view, the cycle of reproduction of immaterial labor dislocates 
the production-consumption relationship as it is defined as much by the ‘virtuous Keynesian 
circle’ as by the Marxist reproduction schemes of the second volume of Capital. Now, rather than 
speaking of the toppling of ‘supply and demand,’ we should speak about a redefinition of the 
production-consumption relationship. (Lazzarato, n.d.)

In this redefinition, Lazzarato thinks that we have to include communication as this 
is already inscribed in the commodity from the beginning of production. ‘Consumption 
is no longer only the “realization” of a product, but a real and proper social process 
that for the moment is defined with the term communication’ (Lazzarato, n.d.). The 
communication inscribed in commodities creates its own subjectivity of defining the 
self – the consumer. It is not enough to just talk about production and consumption, 
rather we have to look at the entire information ecosystem to understand the process 
of neoliberal consumption.

On the other hand, Wendy Brown views the neoliberal economy as creating its 
own zone of the discursive practice of ‘neoliberal reason’. In Wendy Brown’s recent 
book Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism’s Stealth Revolution, neoliberalism is not 
construed ‘as a set of state policies, a phase of capitalism or an ideology that set loose 
the market to restore profitability for a capitalist class’ (Brown, 2015, p. 29). But as 
Brown says, ‘I join Michel Foucault and others in conceiving neoliberalism as an 
order of normative reason that, when it becomes ascendant, takes shape as a governing 
rationality extending a specific formulation of economic values, practices and metrics 
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to every dimension of human life’ (Brown, 2015, p. 30). From this she concludes that 
‘This governing rationality involves … “economization” of heretofore noneconomic 
spheres and practices, a process of remaking the knowledge, form, content, and con-
duct appropriate to these spheres and practices’ (Brown, 2015, pp. 30–31).

The commodification of every aspect of life’s activity is best represented through 
the memoir of Elizabeth Gilbert’s Eat, Pray and Love (EPL) (2006). EPL is a mem-
oir of an unhappy marriage, suffering from depression and the subsequent search for 
spiritual emancipation, all documented in Gilbert’s hugely popular book and movie.25 
Ironically, the search for nirvana away from the daily grind of meeting expectations 
surrounded by glamour and the material comfort of food, gadgets and entertain-
ment, often ends up in people consuming more products, which are more often than 
not very expensive (e.g., spiritual tourism, therapy classes, gem stones with healing 
powers, exotic organic food and branded workout gear). The neoliberal individuality 
spills over into the spiritual realm, where the individual’s search for a peaceful and 
tranquil life, away from the harsh material reality, ends up doing the same thing that 
Gilbert was unhappy with. EPL does not only narrate Gilbert’s sincere quest for a 
spiritual journey away from the consumptive drudgery of life, it also showcases the 
brands that surround Gilbert in her pleasure travel, experiencing food in Italy, prayer 
in India and peace in Bali. As Ruth Williams notes:

Products that bear the Eat, Pray, Love (EPL) brand (both officially and unofficially) range from 
perfume, tea, yoga gear, prayer beads, and jewelry to EPL-themed travel tours that include spa 
treatments, visits to temples, and copious amounts of yoga and meditations – all activities Gilbert 
herself partook in as she wrote her book. (Williams, 2014, p. 613)

The example of the mix of spiritual journey with materiality is something that clearly 
shows how consumption is connected with today’s material and immaterial produc-
tion processes.

EPL is an example of how ‘neoliberal reason’ that creates a consummative sub-
jectivity is related to the macro aspects of production, distribution and marketing 
of commodities. Negri, Lazzarato and Brown look at the micro-level relationships 
between the individual and the commodified fetish objects, through the prism of 
neoliberal subjectivity, whereas, Harvey’s contention is that the ‘political-economic 
practices’ of the state play an important role in the construction of a neoliberal sub-
jectivity by implementing neoliberal policies to satisfy capital’s relentless need for 
surplus value extraction. If any one of the above two theoretical perspectives replace 
the other, we will lose the totality in our analysis of the politics of consumption under 
neoliberalism. In our understanding, we should neither forget the forest to count indi-
vidual trees, nor should we miss that the forest is populated by numerous trees.

ConClusion

A recent report says:

Gen Z already makes up 23 percent of the U.S. population. This generation moves seamlessly 
between digital behaviors and real life. They are already highly proactive participants in health 



The SAGe hAndbook of ConSumer CulTure472

and wellness: Gen Z knows a lot (or think they do), and they think a lot about being ‘balanced’. 
More so than any other generation, Gen Z looks to exercise as a way to treat or prevent illness, 
and it is particularly relevant for emotional and stress-related issues. For Gen Z, technology is fun, 
entertaining and useful. These young consumers are learning about what is healthy from their 
parents and from school … Outside of direct family, Gen Z is more likely than all other genera-
tions to look to their online social networks for advice on health and wellness.26

Take another related social trend from a different geography – twenty-first century 
India. Gauri Pathak notes that since the 1990s, when neoliberal reforms started 
taking place in India, a new socio-cultural environment has set in. ‘Economic 
growth, globalizing discourses, and new consumer choices have driven desires for 
new global-yet-Indian identities. An emerging consumer agency has allowed for the 
embodiment and performance of these identities at the site of the body, even as [sic] 
new spaces of consumption has necessitated new bodily dispositions and practices’ 
(Pathak, 2014, p. 314). Pathak shows how physical appearance and the notion of 
exercising consumer agency to be ‘presentable’ are microcosms through which the 
creation of neoliberal subjects in India can be delineated.

These examples highlight how the consumption of products and services from the 
wellness and self-care sector is forming and sustaining neoliberal subjects in devel-
oped and rapidly developing centers of capitalism. These neoliberal subjects in turn 
drive the movement of the cycle of production-consumption in the phase of financial-
ized capitalism. Instead of interrogating the unjust structure of the political-economy,  
which leads to growing precariousness, overwork, stress, anxiety, indebtedness 
and depression among the workers, the neoliberal subjects individualize the social 
problem, and they resort to buying commodified wellness, self-care and therapeutic 
products. They start believing that ‘only those who are at peace within themselves, 
can bring peace to the world’.27 They fail to wear their sociological bifocals, which 
would endow them with the vision of sociological imagination.28 This imagination 
helps one to see how one’s personal troubles under neoliberalism are deeply con-
nected with the structural problems of the time, which affect the working majority, 
the collectivity.

The neoliberal subject, who suffers from long hours of work, the crisis of care, 
time poverty, social depletion, rising household debt, insatiable relative wants, is 
not even free from the clutches from consumerism when she wants to unwind and 
relax, since leisure activities with gadgets and cybernetics are saturated with shrill 
calls for consumption. Ultimately, consumption under neoliberal capitalism imposes 
new forms of homogeneity in our personhood and subjectivity, which undermines 
our capabilities of critical interrogation and of transformative collective action. In 
contrast, the neoliberal subjects remain isolated, atomized and fragmented by the 
dominant ideologies of compulsory individualism, competition, entrepreneurship, 
self-care, and the individualization and interiorization of social problems. In other 
words, the erstwhile idea of collective responsibility in finding solutions to macro-
social problems is destabilized and seduced by the consumption of self-care and 
wellness products under neoliberalism.

Let us not forget that any discussion of the politics of consumption under neoliberal-
ism has to consider the bizarre phenomena of over-consumption and hunger that divide 
our world even today. Since, consumption is an integral part of the political-economic 
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structure of neoliberal capitalism, we still need to ask the following questions. How 
has development (in the underdeveloped regions) become the password for imposing 
a new kind of dependency, for enriching the already rich world and for shaping other 
societies to meet its commercial and political needs (George, 1977, p. xvii)? Why do 
some 795 million people in the world not have enough food to lead a healthy active 
life (that is about one in nine people on earth) (World Food Program, 2015)? Why 
does the hunger of 800 million co-exist another mind-blowing fact – that one billion 
people on this planet are overweight (Patel, 2007, p. 1).

But how to produce a counter-narrative to neoliberal subjectivity and consump-
tion? Jamie Hakim, writes that the joylessness in the pursuit of wellness services can 
lead to resistance by the neoliberal subject (Hakim, 2015, p. 193). The individualiza-
tion and interiorization of social pathologies that are demanded by our contemporary 
consumer culture of self-care and therapy need to be critiqued and discarded before 
we can grasp and fight against rising relative poverty, precarious employment, perva-
sive intolerance and violence, global poverty, war mongering, ecological degradation 
and the destruction of a cosmopolitan civil society.

Socrates wrote that an unexamined life has no meaning. In our insecure neoliberal 
times, the anxiety-ridden relentless consumption of material objects and immaterial ser-
vices, ranging from anti-wrinkle face creams, post-workout protein shakes to therapy and 
mindfulness sessions, search for endless self-improvement to fit in, and to outshine the 
Janes and the Johns. In the process, the neoliberal subject’s life becomes over-examined 
by the expertise of therapy and mindfulness practices. Ironically, this over-examination 
and self-care is so thoroughly co-opted by the marketing logic of ‘remain dissatisfied to 
buy more’ that it undermines the development of a reflexive, truly confident and poised 
subject. We need to ask why for people living under neoliberalism even being happy 
is a matter of decision. Why cannot they be happy by the virtue of living a happy life 
in a good society? Why cannot they enjoy the reality of ‘Sat-Chit-Ananda’ (existence-
consciousness-bliss) as outlined in an ancient philosophical text The Upanishads?
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Politics of a Megatrend
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 and Andrea Prothero

inTroduCTion

Three things must be clarified before we can proceed with the examination. These 
are the terms sustainability, politics and megatrend. Unfortunately, all three are 
ambiguous and few disciplines have arrived at a consistent definition for any of them. 
While we will not resolve the ambiguity to everyone’s satisfaction, we will attempt 
to achieve an extensional bargain (Rappaport, 1953) through which we develop an 
understanding of how we are using the terms. First, sustainable development became 
a construct in 1987 through the Brundtland Report (Brundtland, 1987) and has 
remained ambiguous ever since. This is where we begin our examination of sustain-
able consumption. Megatrend, as a phenomenon, has been defined in a multitude of 
ways over the past thirty-five years. In this chapter, we adopt the criteria set forth by 
Mittelstaedt et al. (2014) for categorising megatrends, but will use a broader inter-
pretation of what constitutes megatrends. Finally, our use of the term political will 
be broader than the more common use of the term relating to legal structures, laws 
or agencies, and include the underlying institutions that frame the more micro 
aspects of politics. This approach is necessary because of the scale of sustainability 
and megatrends in both time and space.

Using this broad, institutional-based approach, the authors consider the swing in 
popularity of sustainability and the various solutions provided to the extent that there 
is discussion of sustainability as megatrend. We ask what changes have occurred in 
the past and how they affect the politics surrounding sustainable consumption that 
might enable humanity to feel confident and competent to now offer up solutions 
to the challenge of sustainability. But before this can be accomplished, it is critical 
to have a better understanding of the institutional underpinnings of the politics and 
economics of sustainability: how we got where we are now and what the prospects 
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for the future are. There is no apparent consensus on whether sustainability is a mega-
trend or even what that means. Mittelstaedt et al. (2014) argue from the perspective of 
paradigms that sustainability is the new megatrend, while Scott, Martin and Schouten 
(2014), arguing from the perspective of growing materialism, are not as convinced. 
This is an anomalous result if one considers that materialism is contained within the 
Western paradigm (Kilbourne, Dorsch et al., 2009). Varey (2012) offers a third, and 
more prescient point in terms of the relationship between sustainability and meg-
atrends. He argues that sustainability is larger than a megatrend in its impact and 
evolution.

To better understand the varying conclusions about sustainability and its pros-
pects, we develop an historical perspective of the changing patterns of economic and 
political structures (these are considered inseparable) and the evolution of the under-
lying institutional structures that are firmly in place. This constitutes the Dominant 
Social Paradigm (DSP) of Western societies (Kilbourne, McDonagh and Prothero, 
1997) that includes the political, economic and technological perspectives that con-
stitute its worldview. It is against this backdrop that sustainability as a megatrend 
will be examined.

The approach to be taken here falls in the general area of the New Political Economy 
(NPE) that treats economic institutions as the relevant phenomena to be explained by 
political economy. NPE is said to examine economic doctrines to better understand 
their political content. It examines economic ideas and behaviour as beliefs and actions 
that must themselves be explained and that are not taken-for-granted behaviours that 
are self-evidently rational and, as a result, do not need further analysis (Bauman, 1998). 
This we hold to be the essence of being immersed in a prevailing structure, or in the 
DSP of society. In Western industrial societies it is the institutions of the DSP, what-
ever those may be, that initiate, direct and reward economic beliefs and behaviours. 
These come to be so prevalent that they become so self-evidently true to the extent that 
behaving in any other way becomes irrational. Or as Marcuse (1963) states it, beliefs 
become ‘irrational in their rationality’. Our approach in constructing this framework 
is a synthesis of Kilbourne, McDonagh and Prothero’s (1997) use of the DSP and the 
NPE emphasising the theory of Antonio Gramsci (1971). Thus, the focus will be on the 
sustainability of consumption as it is currently practised relating to both its quality and 
quantity, and, in doing this, we will attend both to the genesis of what may be called 
cultures of consumption (Featherstone, 2007) and the role that consumption can play in 
ameliorating its own condition through market actions such as, for example, the politi-
cal consumer (Connolly and Prothero, 2008; Trentmann, 2007).

Here we examine sustainability to determine its position within the prevailing 
historical context that might be called late modern capitalism. We provide a brief 
historical assessment of the development of the relevant institutions, and then we 
provide some likely scenarios that might develop in the future depending on whether 
sustainability is a new megatrend, or if its internal logic is insufficient to change the 
direction of globalisation, consumption and the future. What this suggests is that, if 
current modes of consumption are not globally sustainable, as has been frequently 
pointed out in recent years (O’Connor, 1994), then there is an inevitable conflict 
between the culture of consumption and nature, or a conflict between sustainably 
minded consumers who want to consume less and producers who must produce more.
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megaTrends

Since Naisbitt’s (1982) first book on megatrends, many others have embarked on the 
search for megatrends. Foremost among them are the major global consulting firms 
including Price Waterhouse Coopers, Ernst and Young, KPMG, Frost and Sullivan, 
and Arthur D. Little. Other public policy organisations such as the Mowat Centre, 
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung and the Council of State Governments have entered the 
field as well. However, there has not arisen as yet a formal definition of megatrends 
that is used by everyone. There is a consensus on the general idea of a megatrend that 
we will adopt for this chapter, and it is that provided by Frost and Sullivan (2017) as, 
‘Megatrends are global, sustained, macroeconomic forces of development that affect 
business, economies, societies, cultures, and personal lives. In essence, these trends—
such as urbanization, connectivity and convergence—will define our future world’.

While the definition is sufficiently broad to take in most of what are considered 
megatrends today, it is not sufficiently precise as not to be ambiguous. We could not, 
for example apply this definition to a particular trend and determine whether or not it 
is a ‘mega’ trend. This reduces us to making a subjective judgement and suggests that 
there might be different opinions on a particular trend regarding the precise meaning 
of macro, sustained or global. But this is an inherent difficulty of all definitions: they 
are ambiguous at the margins, and this is acknowledged by the authors. The ambi-
guity is reflected in the identification of megatrends by the organisations that study 
them on a regular basis (those mentioned above). We now provide a synthesis of 
megatrends that have been developed by the above organisations. We also categorise 
the trends in a general classification scheme presented in Table 27.1.

Each of the megatrends in Table 27.1 was mentioned by one or more of the organ-
isations studying them. While the list is not exhaustive, it provides exemplars of what 
the organisations consider global megatrends. It can also be seen that some mega-
trends can fall in different categories, and some may question whether a particular 
trend is a megatrend.

Of particular note in Table 27.1 is that while resource shortages and climate 
change are mentioned, sustainability is not. Why this is the case is uncertain, but we 
can speculate on the possibilities. The first is simply that the term sustainability is 
not yet sufficiently widespread to be in the vocabulary of those doing the judging. 
Sustainability is, as will be shown in the next section, still not clearly understood. It 
also has meanings beyond those concerned with nature; being a sustainable entity 
for example could refer to an organisation’s green credentials or its economic 

Table 27.1 Classification of megatrends

Demographic Economic Political Technological Ecological Globalisation

Urbanisation Poverty Participation Information Climate Power Centre

Aging Power Shift Inequality Health Resources Markets

Middle Class Integration Interventions Energy Eco-Energy Brain Drain

Gender New Models Nationalism Biotechnology Conflict World Trade

Population Prosumption Privacy
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viability. Within marketing, sustainability was frequently used interchangeably with 
environmentalism, although in recent years there has been a focus on sustainable 
marketing. All of the megatrends mentioned by the organisations above are 
mentioned in the context of business opportunities rather than problems. As we will 
argue later, sustainability is probably not an opportunity for achieving long-term 
competitive advantage but is, instead, an imperative that will impose itself on all 
business activity in the not too distant future. This is where the ambiguity of time 
enters the megatrend discussion.

There is no definite time frame included in any of the megatrend studies. They sim-
ply refer to ‘long run’ changes in strategies and objectives. From the megatrends in 
Table 27.1, it can be inferred that some will last longer than others, and that during the 
period, product offerings and consumer demands will change. What is important in 
this is the nature of the changes wrought by the megatrend, and the changes will cer-
tainly vary according to context. Most will involve changing cost structures for firms 
and prices for consumers. In addition, methods of distribution and marketing commu-
nications will likely change to reorient consumption practices. While the Internet of 
Things has only recently been discussed in any depth, Rifkin’s (2015) book is about an 
emerging megatrend that might have tremendous consequences for the business model. 
The title, The Zero Marginal Cost Society, is self-explanatory. When the marginal cost 
of production approaches zero, the ramifications for marketing and consumption will 
be large indeed. But these are strategic changes within the normal course of business 
activities. The major question with which we are concerned is the ramifications for 
sustainable consumption. If the price of consumer goods reflects the marginal cost, 
then prices will necessarily decline and consumption of those goods will increase, fur-
ther exacerbating the problem of sustainable consumption unless the ecological cost of 
goods diminishes commensurably. This question can be inferred from Varey’s (2013) 
term, mega-megatrend. Is sustainability a megatrend requiring adaptation (McDonagh 
and Prothero 2014a) or is it something greater that will require a fundamental shift in 
the institutional structure of the consumer society? To address this question, we must 
first establish an extensional bargain on what constitutes sustainability.

susTainabiliTy

Because sustainability has been a substantive issue in consumer research for almost 
thirty years now, it would seem that its meaning would have been established with 
some consistency by this time. Such is not the case however, and it appears that the 
term has become more confused than at its original conception in ‘Our Common 
Future’ (Brundtland, 1987) (also known as the Brundtland Report). The most often 
quoted definition of sustainable development is ‘development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs’ (p. 43). While it has been acknowledged over the years that this defini-
tion is somewhat ambiguous and, therefore, can’t be used as a tool or measure, its 
implications can be used as a conceptual guideline. O’Connor (1994), for example, 
suggests a triple meaning from the definition of ‘sustain’ itself. He argues that it 
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implies a system that stays on course, provides the necessities of life for people 
around the globe, and endures over time in the face of challenges.

It can be inferred from this description of sustainability generally, that it would 
impose significant restraints (challenges) on firms, consumers and governments. But 
the magnitude of these restraints can only be discussed if we clarify the different degrees 
of sustainability being referred to. Unfortunately, within the past twenty years or so, the 
term sustainable has remained opaque. To help alleviate this ambiguity, we propose a 
continuum of sustainability rather than different terms. We see sustainability activities as 
a continuum flowing between strong and weak sustainability. Buying greener products 
for environmental reasons would be weak sustainability while incorporating eco-
rationality into one’s daily behaviour would be stronger sustainability. Deep ecology 
as proposed by Naess (1973) would be strong sustainability. Such an environmental 
continuum was originally proposed by Kilbourne (1995).

Making the production and/or distribution process more eco-efficient is character-
istic of weak sustainability because it implies doing what we have always done, but 
doing it better and more eco-efficiently. It means reducing the throughput in the sys-
tem while maintaining or increasing the output (getting more for less). But it does not 
require fundamental changes in consumption practices. The question then becomes, 
if we use this approach exclusively, will it eventually achieve strong sustainability? The 
answer is a resounding ‘probably not’. But if such activities as voluntary simplicity 
(Rudmin and Kilbourne, 1995), adopting the anti-consumption perspective (Black 
and Cherrier, 2010), or political consumption (Connolly and Prothero, 2008) spread 
significantly, then the probability is greater because it adds the consumption perspec-
tive to the problem. Sustainability generally and sustainable consumption specifically 
are multidimensional problems and will require multidimensional solutions.

There is no shortage of uncertainty in the eventual outcome, however, because it 
relates to a complex interaction of production and consumption. We are referring here 
to the underlying assumptions under which the complete consumption process is car-
ried out from beginning to end as an integrated system. Production and consumption 
in this view are an inseparable duality that underlies cultures of consumption. While 
a thorough discussion of each assumption is beyond the scope of this chapter, it is 
important that significant ones be addressed.

The first, and probably most controversial, is the limits to growth thesis. This 
dimension of the economic process, including production and consumption, was 
addressed most formally in Meadows and Randers (1972), in which they concluded 
that there were definite limits to consumption and that Western industrial societies 
were rapidly approaching them. This was supported by Daly (1991), who postu-
lated the impossibility theorem stating that infinite growth in a finite system is prima 
facie impossible. While there was, and still is, contentious debate (Cole, Freeman 
and Jahoda, 1973; Simon, 1981) on the limits to growth thesis, its basic prem-
ise is still worthy of consideration. In support of the limits to growth thesis, more 
recent and independent research on the ecological footprint (Wackernagle and Rees, 
1998) indicates that many nations in the industrial West are already exceeding their  
bio-capacity limits. That is, resources (sources) are being used at a rate that exceeds 
their regenerative capacity and waste deposits (sinks) are exceeding the earth’s assim-
ilative capacity. This suggests that the current approach to marketing, economics, etc. 
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will not be sustainable in the long term unless some currently unknown and unpre-
dictable change in the basic structure of our world occurs. Conversely, Porritt (1988) 
suggests that the situation in which we find ourselves has resulted from our unwill-
ingness to address the underlying causes of environmental destruction, choosing to 
focus instead on symptoms such as pollution and ozone depletion. These symptoms 
manifest themselves as a consequence of over-consumption of the wrong types of 
products that tax both resource availability and the assimilation capacity of the planet. 
This assessment, which is not universally accepted yet, does have significant implica-
tions for the culture of consumption because it ties it directly to the sustainability of 
current consumption patterns.

Smith (1998) argues that the current situation is related to the underlying ration-
ality of Western industrial societies, particularly the USA, that have been captured 
by a productivist discourse. This discourse operates as a suture through which the 
flaws of its role in the sustainability discourse are hidden. The flaws are also hidden 
by the counter-entropic logic of perpetual economic growth through which inequal-
ity in the distribution of goods and ecological ‘bads’ is perpetuated in a process of 
economic reductionism that transforms political choice (who we want to be) into 
economic preferences (what we want to have). In this process, the productivist narra-
tive is conflated with matching consumer and environmental narratives to create the 
meta-narrative of capitalism. The fundamental problem in this hegemonic process 
(Gramsci, 1971) is that strong sustainability is incompatible with the prevailing meta-
narrative that demands unlimited economic growth in a finite system. The end result 
of the hegemonic process is that a new myth about sustainability in the culture of con-
sumption is created that factualises fictions (growth in consumption is the ultimate 
good) and fictionalises facts (current consumption practices are unsustainable). As 
both Marcuse (1963) and Gramsci (1971) argue, facts contrary to the major societal 
narrative are absorbed into the narrative rendering them impotent by transforming 
critique into naive acquiescence.

When this hegemonic process is successful, the narrative of capitalism is rein-
forced and reproduced in its original form with only minor changes. While the 
narrative is challenged somewhat by the sustainability discourse, its logic is also 
reinforced. This is, for example, the case for sustainable consumption generally. 
Sustainable consumption as a term was first introduced at the 1992 Rio Earth 
Summit and was an important element of the Agenda 21 programme. It was dis-
cussed by the United Nations Environment Programme in 1999 and included such 
factors as consuming less, consuming differently, consuming more efficiently, and 
quality of life.

There are disagreements within the various definitions of the term, particularly 
in relation to consuming less (Jackson, 2014). Meanwhile, recognising the impor-
tance of the full life-cycle of a product, the United Nations Environment Programme 
(2009), building on the earlier work of the Oslo Symposium held in 1994, defines 
sustainable consumption and production (SC&P) as follows:

the use of services and related products, which respond to basic needs and bring a better quality 
of life while minimizing the use of natural resources and toxic materials as well as the emissions 
of waste and pollutants over the life-cycle of the service or product so as not to jeopardize the 
needs of further generations. (UNEP, 2009, p. 8)
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Switching the emphasis from consumption to production allows a shift of focus from 
consumption to ‘resource productivity issues’ (Jackson, 2014), and, while it is clear 
that to achieve sustainability requires both consumption and production changes, it 
is important that the emphasis on production should not be at the expense of ques-
tioning the role of consumption. As Jackson (2014, p. 282) reminds us: ‘Questioning 
consumption and consumer behaviour quickly becomes reflexive, demanding often 
uncomfortable attention to both personal and social change. To make matters worse, 
arguments to reduce consumption appear to undermine legitimate efforts by poorer 
countries to improve their quality of life’. While there appears to be no clear accept-
ance of a definition, and indeed some arguments amongst academics and policy 
makers surrounding the term, particularly in relation to the thorny issue of question-
ing consumer ideology and consuming less, there is acceptance that both consump-
tion and production must play a part in engendering changes to consumption 
practices. There have been many global initiatives to achieve such changes, and some 
of these can be summarised by focusing on the initiatives developed following 
Rio+20, the most recent United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development.

susTainable ConsumPTion and ProduCTion iniTiaTives

Rio+20, built on the success of the 2003 Marrakech process, identified various 
SC&P needs and priorities that led to numerous initiatives. The UNEP then produced 
a report (UNEP, 2012) focusing on global and regional SC&P activities and provid-
ing 56 case studies from across the globe that address SC&P priorities. Examples are 
taken from government, business and civil society. At the government level, for 
instance, is the example of The Montreal Protocol, a global initiative which focuses 
on substances that deplete the ozone layer. By 2009, over 98% of the chemicals being 
controlled were totally eliminated. At the business level, various initiatives are con-
sidered, ranging from those undertaken by individual companies like Unilever’s 
successful Sustainable Sourcing Initiative, to examples of businesses coming 
together, both within and across industry sectors to tackle SC&P issues. For exam-
ple, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) produces reports in which businesses 
document their sustainability performance following the guidelines laid down by the 
GRI. At the civil society level, organisations, including NGOs, community and 
indigenous groups, have also played a significant role in affecting change at the 
SC&P level. Two examples include the FLO, a fair trade labelling scheme now avail-
able for 15 product groups, and the success of the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) 
in certifying sustainable forest products. While there is criticism of all three bodies, 
there is also a general acceptance that since the first UN Rio Conference in 1992 
much has been accomplished in relation to SC&P and this has been as a result of a 
global recognition of the need to tackle the depletion of the earth’s resources and the 
role consumption plays therein.

While it is clear that many initiatives have been proposed with success on the produc-
tion side, much remains to be done regarding the future of the productivist discourse 
as it relates directly to consumption. Unfortunately, the essence of the relationship 
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between production and consumption will be deferred until a later time as space 
does not permit a thorough examination. For more recent assessments of production 
approaches, many can be found in studies of the ecological footprint, such as those by 
Waggoner and Ausubel (2002) and York, Rosa and Dietz (2003). Instead, we focus the 
remainder of the chapter on the consumer aspects of the sustainability problem.

The ideology of consumption is maintained within the DSP, in that, while it may 
advocate weak sustainability, the necessity for continuous growth in production and 
consumption is maintained intact if not increased through a sustainability backlash 
effect, suggesting that if people consume better, they can then consume more. Because 
the current phase of the DSP is so well engrained and its separate narratives so well 
integrated, especially in the USA, it is opaque to both critics and adherents. Its logic 
is self-evident, requiring no justification (Kilbourne, McDonagh and Prothero, 1997), 
and that logic repairs the fracture created by the contradiction between sustainable 
consumption and expansionary economics. The political nature of sustainability is 
subverted as it is incorporated into the dominant discourse of economics and markets, 
as will be discussed later in the chapter.

The second factor that the dominant discourse on sustainability relates to is the 
time frame, which is admittedly imprecise. But this is not too difficult to deal with 
if we avoid the standard treatment in neoclassical economics that uses discounting 
methods to value the future. The rationale here is that the farther into the future we 
try to imagine, the more likely we are to be wrong, so there are time frames beyond 
which it is not fruitful to venture. We cannot know what future consumers will value, 
what technological changes will have occurred, or what the state of the environment 
will actually be. This is the domain for predicting megatrends and their consequences. 
But, while it is certainly true that we cannot predict these characteristics with great 
accuracy, that should not disqualify the endeavour altogether. One of the favoured 
pastimes within econometrics is making those types of predictions. While Galbraith 
may have disparaged the discipline in his characteristically witty style with his quip 
that economic forecasting makes astrology respectable, we must continue to improve 
our skills. And while it is true that long-term forecasting of social trends is difficult, 
we can do some ‘what-if’ assessments that help us frame the possible scenarios.

One approach that has been used in the past, albeit not in studies of consumer 
culture, is the Ehrlich equation, I = PAT (Ehrlich and Holdren, 1971). The equa-
tion, which is really an identity, cannot be used for predicting, but it can be used to 
gain insight into how a system operates. The actual identity says that environmental 
impact, I; is a function of the product of population, P; affluence, A; and technology, 
T. Affluence is defined as per capita consumption (GDP/Population) and technology 
is defined as the environmental impact per unit of GDP (Impact/GDP). Speth (2008) 
provides an example of how the equation can be used to enhance one’s perspective 
about change over time. He shows that if the current population growth rate remains 
at about 3% and the current growth rate in affluence remains at about 3%, how must 
technological impact change over the next 50 years to maintain the current ecologi-
cal impact of consumption behaviour? When the problem is solved it shows that for 
constant impact, the T factor must be reduced by approximately 95%. This becomes 
reduced to a probability estimate of the likelihood that this dramatic improvement in 
technology will occur.
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This approach to studying sustainability has been improved in the last decade by 
converting it to an actual predictive equation referred to as STIPAT (York, Rosa and 
Dietz, 2003). In this formulation, many different factors (for examples see Wei, 2011) 
such as production of CO2 or consumer spending, can be included to determine their 
contribution to the ecological footprint generally. This allows for an assessment of 
the impact of consumer culture and its ecological impact on sustainability.

In this brief examination of sustainability, the intent was to provide a characterisa-
tion of sustainability. It is considered here as a continuum from weak sustainability 
(making limited sustainability choices – e.g. buying recycled toilet paper) to strong 
sustainability (incorporating eco-rationality into both consumption and production 
decisions). We argue that sustainability embedded in the productivist logic rooted in 
neoclassical economics is an incomplete and flawed construct as it is the product of 
economic reductionism in which the essential political content has been removed. 
The missing political content is at two levels: (1) the political consumer embedded 
in consumer culture; and (2) production embedded in the DSP of Western industrial 
societies. Our task is now to reintroduce the political in the form of the New Political 
Economy. From this we will then frame sustainability in a more appropriate and 
comprehensive way than it is currently considered.

PoliTiCal/eConomy aPProaCh (From The new  
PoliTiCal eConomy)

Traditionally, within marketing generally and consumption specifically, consumer 
choices have been taken as an economic phenomenon. It has been viewed through 
the lens of neoclassical economic theory (NCE), and reduced to an act of choice 
guided by a singular, all-inclusive consumer (economic) preference function  
(see Schwarzkopf in this volume). Fundamental to this is that consumers do not 
make interpersonal comparisons of their respective preferences and that preferences 
are exogenous and do not change as a result of the market activity in which the 
consumer is embedded. In short, economic preference functions answer the question, 
‘What do I want to have?’ The difficulty in this is that it is becoming more frequently 
argued that this is not the end of the question. NCE argues that it is because market 
actors are perfectly rational and capable of reducing all their disparate roles into the 
one all-encompassing economic preference function. As a result the confluence of all 
types of preferences other than economic is realised. The question to which we turn is 
whether this represents actual reality or is simply a necessary condition for simplicity 
in the theory underlying it.

dePoliTiCisaTion

Kassiola (1990) argues that this position reflects a depoliticisation of society in 
which all values (including consumption choices) can be reduced to a set of 
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economic choices. As a product of economic imperialism, this effectively removes 
political choices regarding many aspects of the life one chooses to live. This condi-
tion has been examined for several decades going back at least to Hirschman (1970) 
who argued that such depoliticisation reflects a transition from voice (expressing 
one’s views through discourse) to exit (expressing one’s view by exiting the situa-
tion). The latter is the market (economic) approach in which consumers express their 
views through (non)purchase behaviour: If I like your offering I will purchase it, and 
if not, I will not. The former is concerned with the reasons behind one’s choices 
which are reflected through unadulterated discourse (political).

The primary difficulty with the economic approach is that it is likely that indi-
vidual tastes and preferences are conditioned by cultural institutions such as advertis-
ing to the extent that they do not truly intercede between the consumer and his/her 
preferences. Samuelson (1947) describes Western man as a ‘hodgepodge of beliefs 
stemming from diverse and inconsistent sources’ (p. 226). Deferring to the market 
as the sole arbiter of all values then becomes highly problematic. This has not gone 
unnoticed throughout modern history.

In the philosophy of Rousseau (1975) we find a similar distinction that he 
refers to as the will of all versus the general will. This suggests that there are 
two types of will residing in the same person, and they reflect different beliefs 
and preferences. Specifically, the will of all is the sum of individual wills, which 
includes their individual self-interest in personal choices. The general will is that 
part of the will of all with self-interest removed. This reveals what the individual 
would choose as the best for everyone collectively. The first reflects what each 
individual wants for themselves, and the second reflects their choice for the com-
mon good. More recently, this distinction has emerged in O’Neill (1993) who 
expresses it as want regarding principles versus ideal regarding principles, where 
the former express that which I want to have and the latter expresses who I want 
to be. The first is economic and the second political. This same distinction is 
brought to the fore by Sagoff (2007), who argues that the two types of preference 
function are generally in conflict with each other, particularly in public finance. 
Thus, he argues that there are clear distinctions between consumer and citizen 
where the choices of the former are reflected in the economic preference func-
tion, and the choices of the latter are reflected in the political preference function. 
He further argues:

Analysts who attempt to shuffle citizen judgements and personal preferences into the same 
ordering commit a logical mistake. They confuse judgment with preference, that is to say, beliefs 
about what we should do with expressions of what I want or prefer (p. 55, italics in the original).

Finally, as clear and distinct an expression as we have found for the difference 
between consumer and citizen is that provided by Musgrave (1959). He also sets the 
stage for the approach we will be adopting for the remainder of the chapter. Speaking 
of the roles of citizen and consumer, he states: ‘In the latter situation the voter acts 
as a private individual determined by self-interest and deals with his personal wants; 
in the former, he acts as a political being guided by his image of a good society’  
(pp. 87–88). In this passage, Musgrave ascribes the roles of citizen and consumer to 
the same person, who reflects one set of values as citizen and a different set as 
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consumer. However, he describes the consumer as a voter, but one who votes in a 
different way than as a citizen. As a consumer, the individual expresses his/her 
beliefs with money in the market rather than in political discourse. But Musgrave 
also suggests that, in some sense, the consumer is voting using exit rather than voice 
as a strategy. As indicated earlier, the concept of the consumer/voter re-emerged in 
the marketing literature through Dickinson and Hollander (1991) and has been reiter-
ated by Trentmann (2007). We propose to combine both strategies by reuniting the 
political and the economic through the mechanism of the New Political Economy 
proposed earlier.

new PoliTiCal eConomy

Galbraith (1997) argues that within the more affluent countries of the world, con-
sumer goods are produced in such abundance that large sums of money must be 
allocated to the cultural apparatus to cultivate the wants that the system provides. But 
he further argues that the preoccupation with consumer satisfaction will someday 
lead to undesirable consequences that will become more critical in the future. But 
there is a powerful political agenda carried out through market activities that is man-
aged by those who are engaged in the productive process. The problem we deal with 
in this chapter is that, while we now begin to see the consequences as they are mani-
fested through the natural environment, we also assent to the system because there 
are no plausible alternatives to be found within the DSP. Galbraith further argues that 
dissenting political organisations no longer offer the dissent they did in the past. This 
suggests the prevalence of the NCE philosophy in advanced market societies, that is, 
cultures of consumption.

Our use of the New Political Economy (NPE) in assessing the political aspects 
of sustainable consumption is predicated on Galbraith’s conclusion about the tacit 
assent to the NCE framework in high consumption cultures. To better understand this 
condition, it is necessary to examine some of the institutions that underlie the NCE 
system and its encroachment on and absorption of the political element of the original 
classical economic model, or what Kassiola (1990) referred to as depoliticisation. 
Maier (1987) describes the distinctive element of NPE as disclosing the sociological 
and political premises contained in NCE and takes them, not as an established frame-
work, but as ‘beliefs that must themselves be explained’. This exposes the normative 
assumptions that underlie the NCE framework, not as self-evident conditions, but as 
conditions that themselves require political debate. Besley (2004) states that, ‘… the 
new political economy is re-engaging with the art of political economy as envisaged 
by the classical economists’ (p. 5). It further considers seriously the Aristotelian posi-
tion that one may set aside their individual interest in favour of the common good. 
This is echoed by Rousseau (1975) who states, ‘There is often a great difference 
between the will of all and the general will. The latter looks only to the common 
interest, while the former looks to private interest and is only the sum of individual 
wills’ (p. 27). This becomes reduced to the conclusion of Hirschman (1977) that, 
from Adam Smith on, the self-interested, individual will has been separated from  
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the political, general will. One of the goals of the NPE is to reunite the two to  
achieve a comprehensive understanding of the political element in economic theory. 
Myrdal (1954) criticises the confluence of politics and economics in liberalism as 
well when he observes:

Presumably ‘economic interest’ means the desire for higher incomes and lower prices and, in 
addition, perhaps stability of earnings and employment, reasonable time for leisure and an 
environment conducive to its satisfactory use, good working conditions, etc. But even with these 
qualifications, political aspirations cannot be identified with those interests. People are also 
interested in social objectives. They believe in ideals to which they want their society to conform. 
(p. 199)

All of the foregoing suggests that economics alone cannot provide an adequate 
description of human behaviour generally or consumption behaviour specifically. As 
the emerging field of Socio-Economics suggests, economics is embedded in the 
larger social and political field and, while it provides essential information in 
consumer choices, it must be united with other fields to achieve more complete 
understanding of the multi-faceted cultures of consumption. Simply stated, there are 
economic preferences (what we want to have) and there are political preferences 
(who we want to be). These represent different but interactive modes of choice and 
the most prescient recognition of this is provided by Fromm (1976) whose book, To 
Have or To Be? is aptly titled. This is the essence of consumer culture theory. The 
question to which we now turn relates to the particular model of NPE that lends itself 
best to an analysis of sustainability within cultures of consumption.

relaTionshiP To gramsCi

Kilbourne, McDonagh, and Prothero (1997) were the first to examine the idea of 
sustainable consumption, as the term is used here, within the marketing literature. 
They did so within the context of the DSP of Western industrial societies. One of the 
difficulties within this approach has been incorporating paradigm change into the 
model as it was originally developed by Kuhn (1970). He argued that scientific para-
digms (the context of his work) do not change smoothly, but rather they transform 
dramatically when conditions are right for the transformation. That is, they do not 
change gradually by incorporating changes at the margins of the paradigm into the 
mainstream, or core, of the paradigm. While this may be true, or at least arguable, 
within scientific paradigms, it is problematic within social paradigms as described 
by Dunlap and Van Liere (1978), Cotgrove (1982), Milbrath (1984), and Pirages and 
Ehrlich (1974). Because they are much more complex than scientific paradigms, 
social paradigms consist of multiple institutional structures interrelated in a complex 
and dynamic system that is continuously in flux. Because the idea of the DSP is still 
in its developmental stages, its improvement as a conceptual model of social devel-
opment and transition is necessary. Among the changes that would be useful is a 
better explanation of its dynamic character. Gramsci (1971) provides a good starting 
point for this explanation.
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gramsCian PersPeCTive

While the primary constructs articulated by Gramsci are very diverse, covering a 
wide range of political/economic activity, two are particularly relevant for this chap-
ter. These are hegemony and passive revolution that can lead to the evolution of the 
static concept of the DSP, making it more consistent with social, political and eco-
nomic change. The critical aspect of Gramsci’s framework is that it serves to explain 
the absence of dramatic transitions in the socialist trajectory of Marx. In doing so, it 
also serves to explain how social paradigms change without the revolutionary com-
ponent suggested in Kuhn’s (1970) The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. In this 
sense, Gramsci’s theory argues that changes in paradigms can be evolutionary as 
well as revolutionary, and our focus is on this aspect of social change. This raises the 
fundamental question to which this chapter is directed. What are the politics of sus-
tainable consumption and how do we get there from here?

To begin this process, we have adopted Gramsci’s (1971) interpretation of hegem-
ony. This approach is useful because, unlike the more static view of the scientific 
paradigm, hegemony is a dynamic process rather than an end state (Smith, 1998). 
As such, hegemony adds to rather than replaces the concept of the DSP. The concept 
of hegemony is an interpretation of political power that explains how the political, 
cultural and moral values of a dominant class become dominant. How is it that the 
belief system of the dominant class becomes self-evidently true for the rest of society 
without the coercion usually associated with elite control? Hegemony is a process 
through which consent by subaltern classes is achieved more by acquiescence than 
by coercion. While dominant groups in more advanced societies do have access to 
coercive power, its exercise is seldom necessary. This is because, when successful, 
hegemony results in the subordinated classes accepting the extant power relations 
as the natural order of things. They accept the status quo because they believe that 
prevalent social relations are as they should be. This is what Gramsci (1971) refers to 
as ‘… hegemony protected by the armour of coercion’ (p. 263), but he also reasons 
that, in more advanced societies, the coercive function of the political could wither 
and become unnecessary in maintaining dominance. This trajectory from coercion to 
consent was alluded to by Thomas Paine 1776 in his assertion (2017, Introduction, 
p. 6), ‘a long habit of not thinking a thing WRONG, gives it a superficial appearance 
that it is RIGHT, and raises at first a formidable outcry in defence of custom. But the 
tumult soon subsides’. It is interesting that the Paine statement is found in the pam-
phlet entitled Common Sense because ‘common sense’ is taken by Gramsci (1971) to 
mean ‘… the uncritical and largely unconscious way of perceiving and understanding 
the world that has become “common” in any given epoch’ (p. 322).

We conclude from this that hegemony differs from mere domination in that while 
coercion is an alternative, the preferred approach to social control is through the assent 
of the subaltern classes. Next we briefly examine how, within Gramsci’s perspective, 
assent is achieved. This is similar to asking how it is that the DSP of a society can change 
from within rather than through coercive political activity and become dominant. This 
entails an examination of the evolution and structure of macro institutions within civil (as 
opposed to state) society. In this case we view ‘the’ DSP, not as a static arrangement of 
institutions but a phase through which it is passing in the process of dynamic equilibrium.
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How this process unfolds is described by Gramsci (1971) as passive revolution. 
While a complete analysis of the concept of passive revolution is beyond the scope of 
this chapter, the basic process will be addressed as it relates to consumer culture and 
sustainability. Callinicos (2010) describes passive revolution as the process through 
which domination by a particular class is achieved or maintained gradually through 
compromise and concession rather than the punctuated equilibrium and destruction 
found in the American and French revolutions. Gramsci (2007) argues that the out-
come results from a process through which:

‘progress’ occurs as the reaction of the dominant classes to the sporadic and incoherent rebel-
liousness of the popular masses – a reaction consisting of ‘restorations’ that agree to some part 
of the popular demands and are therefore ‘progressive restorations’ or ‘revolutions-restorations’, 
or even ‘passive revolutions’. (p. 252)

This does not suggest that passive revolutions are the product of irrational demands 
from the subaltern classes, but they can result from contradictions in social relations 
and crises that occur within the DSP. These crises may first have the character of 
structural contradictions (described by Kuhn [1970] as anomalies) which are ‘sticky’ 
problems to which the dominant class seeks resolution from within hegemonic rela-
tions. These are referred to as restorations because, once implemented, the status quo 
ante is resumed. Gramsci (1971) argues, however, that anomalies of exceptional 
duration reveal intransigent crises, the solutions of which the dominant class will not 
accede to, and it is on this ground that the oppositional forces will organise to push 
their positions. Callinicos (2010) argues that at the conclusion of this ‘passive revolu-
tion’, the elements of dissent initiating the conflict are absorbed by the dominant 
class, but demands of the subaltern classes are at least partially fulfilled while the 
dominant class remains dominant. This moves the hegemonic relations to a ‘new and 
improved’ phase that is then maintained by the same processes through which it 
arrived. The DSP after the restoration is both different and the same. The counter-
hegemonic project manages the structural contradiction of the existing paradigm but 
does not achieve a paradigm shift of the kind referred to by Kuhn (1970).

The CounTer-hegemoniC elemenT in Consumer CulTure

‘Political consumers respond to corporate policies and products reflecting, expressing, and pro-
moting political, social, and normative values beyond those of consumer price, taste and quality 
of goods’, and political consumerism is defined as ‘consumer choice of producers and products 
with the goal of changing objectionable institutional or market practices’. (Micheletti, Follesdal 
and Stolle, 2004, p xiv)

These authors also remind us that political consumers have existed for many centu-
ries and are not a recent phenomenon. The National Negro Convention, for example, 
called for a boycott of slave-produced products in the 1800s. For the purposes of this 
chapter we will focus on consumers who make political consumption choices based 
on their concern for the environment – sustainable consumers (in the past also called, 
for instance, green consumers, environmentally friendly consumers, environmentally 
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conscious consumers, but for the purposes of this chapter we stick with a generic 
label of sustainable consumers, recognising that this term can have different mean-
ings). There have been a number of reviews of the sustainability marketing literature 
(Kilbourne and Beckmann, 1998; Leonidou and Leonidou, 2011; McDonagh and 
Prothero, 2014b), and literature with specific reference to sustainable consumption 
is assessed here.

In terms of political sustainable consumers, the literature has focused on a wide 
range of issues spanning over half a century. Much of the early research provided 
profiles of sustainable consumers and the reasons behind their green purchasing 
behaviour (Balderjahn, 1988; Granzin and Olsen, 1991; Kinnear, Taylor and Ahmed, 
1974). Later research though moved away from an emphasis on buying greener 
products to consider consuming differently (Jackson and Michaelis, 2003), and in 
some instances non-consumption (Dobscha and Ozanne, 2001). There has been an 
emphasis on both individual and collective forms of sustainable actions (Connolly 
and Prothero, 2008); while there is also a recognition that making sustainable choices 
is difficult. In Connolly and Prothero (2008) consumers emphasise ‘I know that  
I should and could do something, but I don’t know which is the right thing to do’  
(p. 133). While there have been disagreements with the political consumer literature 
as to whether or not political consumerism can be successful, we have witnessed 
similar arguments, specifically in relation to sustainable consumer practices.

What has become clear in recent years is a recognition that much of the early sus-
tainability research which focused on small incremental changes to consumption (buy-
ing recycled toilet paper for example) will not be enough to tackle the environmental 
crisis, and thus, research which reflects this is warranted. To that end Kilbourne and 
Mittelstaedt (2012) highlighted the need for two strands of sustainable consumption 
research – the first would pay specific attention to the environmental impact of our 
consumption practices and the second would focus on the more systemic and funda-
mental issue of lowering total consumption – both strands tackle the institutional and 
market-based practices highlighted by Micheletti, Follesdal and Stolle (2004) above. 
This second avenue therefore poses important questions from political, economic and 
cultural perspectives because it questions growth – which, of course, occurs against 
the backdrop of buying more stuff. The ideology of consumption therefore plays an 
important role in understanding sustainable consumption. This is not a new finding, 
and something that Fisk (1973) acknowledged many years ago. In focusing on the 
ideology of consumption issue, McDonagh and Prothero (2014b) ask ‘how do we get 
everyone to consume less?’

Consumer CulTure and susTainabiliTy: megaTrend  
or Passive revoluTion

While we posit that sustainability is yet to be widely confirmed as the megatrend, or 
as Varey (2013) suggests, a mega megatrend, it does appear logical to assume that, for 
humanity’s survival, it is the megatrend. This is because, if left unaddressed, it will 
have the most serious consequences, such as species extinction and resource depletion. 
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The rise of consumer culture and its inculcation into development and civilisation 
(market societies) permits a dynamic DSP to effect both change and restoration. It is 
notable that many of the very same companies that initiated unsustainable consump-
tion are now presenting themselves as newly improved and offer their products and 
services to consumers, calling themselves ‘solution providers’. In this way consump-
tion levels continue to grow through newly marketed ‘sustainable brands’. A key 
issue here is whether or not this offers too little, too late, but this is open to wide 
debates. Furthermore, the logic of consumption as articulated within the dynamic of 
the DSP after restoration is seductive from a consumer point of view. To know that 
trusted companies and brands have the situation in hand is reassuring, and to see 
some change occurring supports the premise of a passive revolution unfolding. This 
is, however, analogous to the people of nations being told to ‘Keep calm and con-
tinue shopping’ during times of intense aggression between states at war.

The counter-hegemonic element then has to once again return to the question 
‘What is to be done to get from here to there?’ And, for the purposes of this chapter 
we are asking if a Gramscian approach focusing on hegemony and passive revolution 
might be a part of the answer. Can a move towards strong sustainability, focusing 
on sustainable consumption, be achieved via acquiescence, compromise and con-
cession? If so, what will this mean for consumer culture? It would appear that the 
general will is pivotal at this juncture. The need to shift measurements of output for 
the productivist discourse (indicators of progress such as GDP) towards those more 
suited to conditions of strong sustainability within consumer culture is apparent. At 
this stage we now know that these may include the capacity to feed and provide water 
to a population, provide improved air quality, minimise toxicity and lower risk to 
personal health, provide cleaner energy supplies and repair polluted resources (the 
seas, rivers, fish stocks, etc.) all of which require increased capacity for scrutiny. The 
biggest hurdle for sustainability is its own ambiguity in a conceptual sense, as this 
delimits the capacity for the counter-hegemonic element to inform political consum-
ers of the best alternatives to move towards sustainable consumption. Passive revo-
lution is an on-going and contradictory project given that what needs to change has 
taken centuries to emerge and will not be easily altered. This should not, however, be 
a distraction because Green (1993) reminds us that any form of emancipatory politics 
involves ‘… a protracted and fundamental process of counter-hegemonic cultural 
contestation’ (p. 175).

ConClusion

Consumer Culture Theory (CCT) is now a well-established research field within the 
broader consumer research field, and, as illustrated above, sustainable consumption 
has been an important (but limited) strand of research. In their ten-year review of 
CCT research Arnould and Thompson (2005) emphasised how ‘the politics of con-
sumption’ has become a key pillar of CCT research and ‘politically engaged theory 
and practice’ will grow in importance in the future. Building on the current trend of 
assemblage theory in CCT, the authors argue for a future focus on power relations 
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(as well as a specific focus on resistance); this, in conjunction with an emphasis on 
the politics of consumption, is centrally important if one begins to further theorise 
sustainable consumption through a hegemonic, passive revolution lens. This requires 
building on earlier sustainability research which has an institutional, societal and 
systems perspective (see, for example, Kilbourne, 2004; Prothero et al., 2011) and 
studies that have questioned the ideology of consumption (see, for example, Dolan, 
2002; Kilbourne, Beckmann and Thelen, 2002; Prothero et al., 2011).

There is also further scope for consumer culture research to examine the appro-
priation of resistance (see Desmond, McDonagh and O’Donohoe, 2000) into what is 
becoming popularly communicated as corporate sustainability, and a need to unpack 
this by those seeking meaningful ecological change (McDonagh and Prothero, 2015). 
This is quite problematic given the power relations at play. It is feasible that large 
conglomerates can invest heavily in convincing the general public to endorse their 
improved market offerings under the banner of ‘corporate sustainability’ as this 
legitimises their right to continue in business. An analogous situation might be how 
the US government prior to the first Iraq war hired a public relations firm, Hill and 
Knowlton, to fabricate ‘atrocity stories’ about what was happening in Iraq, with the 
desired result being the public endorsement of an invasion of that country. Therefore, 
for some people, the emergence of corporate sustainability might be seen as a form 
of appropriation of sustainability issues that should be resisted. In this respect pas-
sive revolution requires even closer scrutiny than before as the DSP after restoration 
might best be critiqued as an intelligent system which is self-serving. As a result, the 
politics of resistance on grounds of sustainability may fragment first across a number 
of issues and second, depending upon whether or not there is weak or strong sustain-
ability at stake, over some types of resistance perhaps being viewed as much more 
authentic than others.
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28
Buying into the Nation: The 

Politics of Consumption and 
Nationalism

E lef ther ia  J .  Lekak is

inTroduCTion: The PoliTiCs oF ConsumPTion and naTionalism

This chapter undertakes a study of the politics of consumption which places the nation 
at the heart of the examination of consumer culture. Consumption is a form of identi-
fication; as such, it can allude to one’s national positioning, preference or politics. It 
can pronounce pride through the conspicuous consumption of a recognised national 
brand, as it might in the case of a national sports team. It can also pronounce the 
preference of a fashion symbol that signifies a fellow nation. Additionally, it can pro-
mote a politics through the rejection of and campaign against a specific nation. Yet, 
because nations are individually and collectively imagined constructs, a consumer 
politics is directed against states. In approaching the relationship between the politics 
of consumption and different variations of the nation (nationalism, national culture, 
national identity),1 it is evident that consumption crosses the boundaries between the 
private and the public sphere. Consumption also becomes a vehicle for constructing 
and communicating one’s identity (Jackson, 1999). From thinking of consumption as 
a personal act for the purpose of survival or satisfaction to thinking about consump-
tion as a tool for political expression or for fighting against injustice, a convoluted 
version of the nation and national belonging can be found. The politics of consump-
tion can range significantly; whether the nation is constructed and communicated as 
a brand or contested due to the violation of human rights, its exploration remains 
relevant on the approach used to make sense of it.

In approaching the relationship between nationalism and consumption, there are 
four key areas of study: ethnocentric consumption; economic nationalism; consumer 
nationalism; and commercial nationalism. Ethnocentric consumption interrogates 
consumer behaviour in terms of preference or lack of preference towards products 
on the basis of their country of origin (‘made in’) and is situated within marketing 
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literature. Economic nationalism concerns the use of consumer culture by the state to 
promote ethnocentric consumption (‘buy national’ campaigns) and is mostly studied 
in history and sociology. A similar phenomenon, explored from various disciplines is 
consumer nationalism, concerning citizens’ exhibition of patriotism or nationalism 
in the marketplace. Commercial nationalism, then, refers to processes of nation 
branding and the commodification of the nation by both state and market interests. 
The rise of the latter in particular resonates with what Kania-Lundholm (2014) calls 
the ‘economization of the social’ in the context of neoliberal globalisation, arguing that 
national identity is increasingly mediated and articulated in commercial terms, whether 
by corporations or by states. The evolution of scholarly work on this area demonstrates 
that there is a transformation of consumption for the nation towards consumption  
of the nation. The nation is increasingly continuously reified through different state 
and/or market-driven campaigns, promoted not only as a destination, but as a business 
partner or educator, or relationship with fellow inhabitants of its borders.

There are some tensions in the unravelling of these manifestations of nationalism 
in consumer culture. The first concerns the power dynamics between the state and/
or market actors on the one hand and citizens on the other. The second concerns 
the power asymmetries between campaigners of consumer activism for and against 
a cause. The third concerns the binary treatment of forms of consumer politics as 
either good or bad. Recent literature on the use of consumer politics against forms of 
everyday racism has been significant in highlighting the colonial histories and con-
troversies that can often be found in consumer practices.

eThnoCenTriC ConsumPTion as CalCulaTed Consumer ChoiCe: 
CounTry-oF-origin, Consumer eThnoCenTrism and brand 
origin

The study of Country-of-Origin (COO) effects has become a sub-field of marketing 
scholarship. The literature on COO and its branch of consumer ethnocentrism (CE) 
have been understood in terms of three historical periods: (a) origin of COO research 
strand (mid 1960s–early 1980s); (b) increase of COO research and examination in 
terms of other factors that impact upon consumer preference (early 1980s–early 
1990s); and (c) updating of COO scholarship vis-à-vis branding (early 1990s–mid 
2000s) (Dinnie, 2004). The first period is annexed by Schooler’s (1965) seminal 
piece whose research in Guatemala suggested that the country of origin label influ-
ences consumer choice. His survey also indicated that the type of influence stems 
from attitudes towards people and governments of different countries. The sub-field 
has broadened to include a number of different considerations impacting upon con-
sumer preference in the COO paradigm (e.g. product evaluations, visuals, national 
labelling). The second period is characterised by challenging and forging a more 
complex understanding of consumer effects regarding national origin. For instance, 
during this period, the consumer ethnocentric tendencies scale (CETSCALE) was 
developed (Shimp and Sharma, 1987) for the calculation of consumer ethnocentrism; 
‘from the perspective of ethnocentric consumers, purchasing imported products is 
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wrong because, in their minds, it hurts the domestic economy, causes loss of jobs, and 
is plainly unpatriotic’ (ibid., p. 280). The CETSCALE is constructed with American 
consumers in mind, presenting 17 items intended to measure ethnocentric tendencies.2 
The third period embraces the role of image (Papadopoulos and Heslop, 1993) and 
branding in the field of COO (Thakor and Kohli, 1996; Kotler and Gertner, 2002). 
There are attempts to continue engaging with the CETSCALE (Acharya and Elliott, 
2003; Lee et al., 2003), but also to move away from a Western understanding of con-
sumer effects such as COO and CE (Batra et al., 2000; Balabanis et al., 2001; Wang 
and Chen, 2004). Furthermore, there is a broadening of COO to include the study of 
services as well as products. In what might be conceptualised as a fourth period, schol-
arly attention from marketing has continued to update the CETSCALE (Sharma, 
2015), while it has also widened its focus to study preference for local consumption 
(Parsons et al., 2012), as well as regional ethnocentrism (Seidenfuss et al., 2013).

This chronology allows for understanding the development of a field in which the 
relationship between consumers and consumption can be measured in terms of feel-
ings of loyalty towards a nation (such as nationalism and patriotism).3 However, it 
remains normative in the way in which it treats the impact of perceived national origin 
on consumers, while it also disregards the role of political players in the formation of 
consumer identity as national identity. The methodological approach of this type of 
scholarship typically involves surveys, thereby quantifying ideologically charged con-
cepts such as patriotism, nationalism and internationalism. In its attempt to measure the 
impact of national identity – the CETSCALE includes a series of statements such as 
‘a real American should always buy American-made products’ – this literature fails to 
account for the complex relationship between everyday nationhood and consumption 
which can often involve dimensions of consumer culture beyond material consumption, 
such as rituals and media consumption (Billig, 1995; Fox, 2006). Consumer ethno-
centrism has been a key concern of marketing, but its study has also extended into the 
social sciences and the humanities, where historical and cultural appraisals of economic 
nationalism can highlight how the nation has been constructed in parallel with the state.

making Consumers, making The naTion: eConomiC 
naTionalism and buy naTional CamPaigns

There is a wealth of literature in this area, from a variety of disciplinary approaches, 
all of which focus on the way in which the relationship between the state and citizens 
is mediated by consumer culture (Constantine, 1987; Frank, 1999; Tejapira, 2002; 
Gerth, 2003, 2008; Hopkins and Powers, 2007; Saffu et al, 2010; Schulze and Wolf, 
2012; Thackeray and Toye, 2012; Kilic, 2013; Lekakis, 2015). Historical approaches 
have explored the way in which consumer culture and the public culture of modern 
nations were constructed alongside one another. A significant contribution in terms 
of understanding the history of consumer politics is Lawrence Glickman’s (2013) 
differentiation between consumer activism, consumer regimes and the consumer 
movement; consumer activism refers to bottom-up processes by non-state actors, 
consumer movement addresses advocacy attempts to protect the consumer interest, 
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while consumer regime refers to attempts made by the state to engage in the politics 
of consumption. While Glickman’s approach is based in the specific context of the 
US, it is relevant more broadly in terms of its outlining of the agents of consumer 
politics that play a part in the constitution of the nation. The politics of consumption 
can be examined through the framework of economic nationalism. Economic nation-
alism is an argument constructed by the state suggesting that the national citizenry is 
to benefit from engaging in the ferocious nationalistic consumption of goods and 
services. Therefore, it is also akin to consumer regimes.

The theory of economic nationalism has been articulated by economic science 
approaches, which, similarly to marketing approaches, aim to understand the normative 
manifestations of citizens’ consumer choices. For example, Harry G. Johnson (1965) 
constructs a theoretical model of economic nationalism based on an economic theory 
of democracy; in this model, he regards the power of nationalism over economic 
development policy as detrimental to the economic growth of the nation, due to 
the prioritising of the symbolic value of the nation over its economic value. This 
theory is based on three manifestations of economic nationalism: as discrimination 
(Becker, 1957), as democratic governance (Downs, 1957), as nationalism (Breton, 
1964). Additionally, political scientists have constructed a theoretical model for 
understanding economic nationalism. Takeshi Nakano (2004) offers a systematic 
theory for understanding the role of nationalism in political economy. Through Emile 
Durkheim’s political sociology of the state and economic sociology of industrial 
capitalism, Nakano explores the way in which national power is articulated as ‘the 
positive relationship between nationalism, democracy and economic development’ 
(Nakano, 2004, p. 221). Economic nationalism, then, highlights ‘the reciprocal  
relationship between the political power and economic power of the nation-state’ 
(ibid., p. 226). This tightly knit relationship between the economic and political power 
of the nation-state demonstrates that economic nationalism is not concerned with 
autarky, but the cohesion, dominance and increase of national power, and economic 
nationalist policies can often side with free trade, if it aids that.

Historically, the politics of consumption can often precede the constitution of modern 
nations. For example, an important contribution in the field of economic nationalism has 
been Dana Frank’s Buy American (1999) which charts the construction of the US as an 
‘economic nation’, as well as the ways in which US citizens have understood, adapted 
to and challenged the nation. For Frank, ‘a Buy American campaign gave birth to the 
United States of America’ (1999, p. 4); this is the story of American colonialists (such 
as the Boston Tea Party) boycotting British products to undercut the British Crown’s 
authority. This movement, originally named ‘nonimportation’, ‘nonconsumption’ 
or ‘nonintercourse’ yielded the economic independence of the colonies from Great 
Britain, two years before political independence was granted through the Declaration 
of Independence. Hence, Frank’s thesis highlights an important argument also echoed 
by Liah Greenfeld (2001); a history of economic nationalism illustrates the economic 
construction of contemporary nations at the core of their polity. Furthermore, Frank 
(1999, p. 21) argues, the early ‘buy American’ campaign was a useful ‘nationalist 
smokescreen through which to increase one’s profit rate, as prices rose in response 
to shortages’. Similarly, Greenfeld (2001, p. 33), tracing the origin of economic 
nationalism in England in the nineteenth century, suggests that it was ‘a refraction 
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of national consciousness in the consciousness of particular – economically active – 
strata’. Echoing Nakano (2004), then, while consumption is an everyday practice in the 
context of the nation, it can also be used as a tool for the state to promote itself as well 
as for nationalist exclusion.

Economic nationalism manifests as early as the construction of modern states, if not 
earlier (Foster, 1999). A global picture of modern nations reveals both similarities and 
differences in the way in which ‘making consumers’ became an integral part of ‘mak-
ing the nation’. In the case of the US, two years before the signing of the Declaration 
of Independence (1776), the Continental Association was created in order to ban trade 
between America and Great Britain (1774); thus, the economic independence of the US 
preceded its political independence. The trend of connecting citizenship and consump-
tion in the US continued on to the twentieth century; Lizabeth Cohen (2003) documents 
the construction of the ‘citizen consumer’ at the turn of the century in A Consumer’s 
Republic. The case of China is similar. Karl Gerth (2003, p. 17) argues that the Chinese 
nation and ‘Chinese products’ ‘evolved together’. In one of his influential works, China 
Made, he demonstrates that in early twentieth-century China ‘consumerism played a 
fundamental role in defining nationalism and nationalism in defying consumerism’ 
(Gerth, 2003, p. 3). He has also outlined how the National Products Movement repre-
sented the state’s attempt to promote Chinese nationalism (Gerth, 2008). The explora-
tion of various global examples, thus, demonstrates that consumer cultures have been 
forged alongside the political construction of modern nations.

Modern nations demonstrate specific histories of colonialist relations. For exam-
ple, important work has focused on the role of the Empire Marketing Board (EMB) 
(Constantine, 1986a, 1986b; Biccum, 2010; Kothari, 2014a, 2014b). The Board was 
set up in 1926 by the Secretary of State for the Dominions and its creation was

symptomatic of the considerable political interest at this time in attempts to develop British Empire 
resources and to increase the flows of intra-imperial trade, so as to assist Britain’s own domestic 
economic recovery and safeguard her long-term economic future. (Constantine, 1987, p. 47)

Uma Kothari (2014a), in her visual analysis of the EMB poster campaign (1926–1933) 
highlights how consumption was constructed as integral to progress and humanity 
and how the campaign attempted to positively stereotype empire goods and produce 
consumer culture that operated to legitimate the very existence of Empire. This pro-
cess of state legitimation can also be traced in modern nations.

One of the core elements of economic nationalism is to be found in buy national 
campaigns. This is identified in numerous histories around the world, ranging from 
the US, Britain, Slovakia and Greece to China, South Korea and Thailand, among 
others (Constantine, 1987; Tejapira, 2002; Hopkins and Powers, 2007; Boehme, 
2008; Saffu et al., 2010; Insch et al., 2011; Schulze and Wolf, 2012; Thackeray and 
Toye, 2012; Kilic, 2013; Lekakis, 2015). For example, when the kingdom of Siam 
became the nation of Thailand in 1938 with the rise to power of Pibulsongkram, 
several cultural mandates (Rattha Nyiom) were passed to inculcate

a greater sense of nationalism among the Thais … “Thais buy Thai” became a standard slogan 
which proved so effective that certain members of Parliament were reported to have voluntarily 
shaved their heads to avoid the use of combs which had to be imported at the time. (Numnonda, 
1978, p. 235)
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Dragged out of the past, buy national campaigns are often brought back in the face 
of a financial crisis. A campaign similar to the ‘Thais buy Thai’ campaign was 
revived in the late 1990s when the country went through a devastating economic 
crisis, the response to which came in the form of IMF-induced austerity policies 
(Numnonda, 1978; Tejapira, 2002). Similarly, in 1931, a Buy British campaign was 
launched aiming to ‘persuade British consumers to buy, the British traders to sell, 
products made in Britain or in the British empire overseas at the expense of foreign 
suppliers’ (Constantine, 1987, p. 44). This was not the first time a buy national 
campaign was launched in Britain; previously there had been the All-British 
Shopping Movement, which organised an ‘All-British Shopping Week’ in 1911, and 
industrialist entrepreneur Sir Williams Morris’s4 Buy British campaign in 1924 
(ibid). The framing of the 1931 campaign was important in the context of the 
economic crisis in which it appeared and the Empire Marketing Board gave it the 
motto ‘Buy British – From the Empire at Home and Overseas’. This campaign was 
exemplary of a consumer regime, as it was ‘“the biggest campaign ever undertaken 
by a Government in peacetime”, according to one minister’ (ibid., p. 45). 
Furthermore, in 1968, economic hardship was behind the launch of the I’m Backing 
Britain campaign,5 which exhibited ‘a neglect of the (post)imperial economy’ 
(Thackeray and Toye, 2012). The revival of buy national campaigns is not 
uncommon in times of crisis.

When looking closely at the comeback of buy national campaigns, there is a 
change in the core narrative. If economic nationalism’s contention used to be that 
the nation can be built through patriotic consumption, it now means that it should be 
saved through the same route. In the early 1980s when Greece came out of the mili-
tary junta and a democratic state was being set up, the campaign ‘I Insist on Greek’ 
(ο Επιμένων Ελλη-νικά)6 was launched to construct the citizen consumer. The very 
same campaign was re-launched after the first years of the financial crisis in Greece, 
making use of a video which was part of the campaign in 1984 (Lekakis, 2015). 
The reappearance of the video featured an annotation at the beginning which read  
‘30 years ago we had prophetically sounded the alarm’.7 The first time the buy national 
campaign is presented as a civic duty. The second time around it is represented as 
reprimanding. The global crises of the late 2000s have brought forward progressive 
and regressive waves of civic action, inclusive of economic nationalism as a struc-
tural adjustment of consumer spending directed towards nation-building. Economic 
nationalism is a phenomenon in which nationalism becomes manifest and commu-
nicated through the economic sphere. In the context of crisis, economic nationalism 
is promoted as ethnocentric consumption and demonstrates a close and dangerous 
relationship with extreme forms of nationalism (Lekakis, 2015). Stillerman (2015, 
p. 169) underscores that in the early twenty-first century ‘it is common for public 
officeholders to exhort individuals to consume more to bolster economic activity’. 
This is evident in George W. Bush’s statement after 9/11 urging Americans to resume 
normality by consuming in an attempt to fulfil their patriotic duty (Paterson, 2005; 
Banaji and Buckingham, 2009). Yet, theories of economic nationalism focus on the 
production and dissemination of the historical construction of the citizen as consumer 
and on buy national campaigns, but often do not focus on their understanding and 
negotiation by citizens.
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FighTing (For) The naTion: Consumer naTionalism, Consumer 
aCTivism and PoliTiCal Consumerism

In parallel to many manifestations of consumer regimes, as discussed above, within 
nations struggles for social justice and emancipation also have significance in terms 
of the politics of consumption. In nineteenth-century England there were boycotts 
linked to anti-slavery campaigns (Gabriel and Lang, 2006; Soper and Trentmann, 
2008). Over the course of a century, the intensification of trade relations and the 
constant remix of global consumer culture have culminated in the presence of 
sophisticated and all-encompassing forms of participation. In discussing consumer 
activism in relation to the nation, it is important to outline cases ranging from con-
sumer nationalism to consumer activism. A difference between them is that the first 
‘provides a symbolic victory to the public’ (Wang, 2006, p. 202), while the second 
aims at social change (Friedman, 1999; Forno, 2015; Micheletti and Stolle, 2015; 
Stolle and Micheletti, 2015). Yet, the terms are similar in the sense that they reflect 
bottom-up approaches to understandings of the relationship between nationalism and 
consumption, unlike economic nationalism which is concerned with the top-down 
approach to the making of a nation.

Consumer nationalism is concerned with the study of ethnicity and nationalism 
where through the practice of consumption, collective consumer identities are 
invoked ‘based on their nationality to accept or reject products perceived of certain 
other countries’ (Wang, 2006, p. 187). Consumer nationalism has been studied 
widely (Yoshino, 1999; Hooper, 2000; Jackson, 2004; Ozkan and Foster, 2005; Wang, 
2006). However, it is not always distinct from economic nationalism. As Gerth (2013,  
p. 431, emphasis added) suggests:

consumption and nationalism have intersected with efforts by nation-states, business leaders, 
patriotic students, and other figures to define buying and use as a political statement through the 
non-consumption of things from other countries and the consumption of one’s own nation’s 
goods and services.

Consumer nationalism is a perspective which can manifest positively through ‘buy 
national’ campaigns or negatively through boycott campaigns against ‘foreign’ 
products. Therefore, it is directly related to the politics of consumption. Forms of 
participation in public life that embrace formations of consumer activism have been 
described by political scientists as political consumerism (Micheletti et al., 2004). 
This is a phenomenon ranging from boycotts and buycotts to discursive political 
consumerism and lifestyle politics (Stolle and Micheletti, 2015). The first two have 
to do with the material act of consumption (avoiding or preferring the purchase of a 
product or service) while the latter two refer to discursive cultures of consumption 
(e.g. subvertising, culture jamming), and lifestyle commitments to consumer politics 
(e.g. freeganism, veganism).

The nation can become the target of political consumerism campaigns which often 
intersect with labour conditions, product safety and other elements, as outlined in 
different histories of consumer activism (Lekakis, 2012). However, often consumer 
nationalism is linked to public culture and affective national identity. Wang (2006, 
pp. 202–203) outlines the relationship between consumer nationalism and media 
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discourse in the case of the Toshiba ‘incident’8 in 1999 when the company settled a 
lawsuit in the US but did not resolve the issue in China, concluding that it represents 
‘empowerment, as it is another platform for the public to express and contest identity 
and solidarity’. When consumer nationalism intersects with the two first types, it 
manifests as fighting for the nation or fighting the nation. Consumer activism, cor-
respondingly, can manifest as positive (buycotts) or as negative (boycotts).

Firstly, buycotts targeting the nation are evident in terms of buy national campaigns, 
as discussed in the previous section, in which case approaches of economic national-
ism coincide with those of consumer nationalism. Significant works in this area are 
Laura Nelson’s (2000) study of consumer nationalism in South Korea, Li’s (2008, 
2009) work on China, and Roza Meuleman’s (2014) study of the Netherlands. When 
exploring a global picture of economic and consumer nationalism, it is also impor-
tant to discern between consumer cultures of frugality rather than excess as they 
have manifested in East Asia and in the West respectively (Nelson, 2000; Garon and 
Maclachlan, 2006). For example, Laura Nelson (2000) demonstrates how the concept of 
excessive consumption (kwasobi) is central to political activism in South Korea; ‘Buy 
Korean’ campaigns in the early 1900s were concerned with supporting limited consump-
tion, savings and the purchase of South Korean products. For Gerth (2013, p. 432), the 
study of branding as the intersection of nationalism and consumption is ‘a produc-
tive area of research for the foreseeable future’. Research on ‘brand nationalism’ 
which concerns the cross-fertilisation of economic and consumer nationalism through  
processes of branding has been emerging (Iwabuchi, 2015; Pike, 2015).

Secondly, boycotts targeting the nation concern cases of perpetration through colo-
nialism, repression or violation of human rights.9 Two cases stand out in particular 
here. The politics of consumption manifest historically in the case of the international 
boycott against the apartheid regime in South Africa, but also in the more recent 
example of the boycott against the state of Israel ‘until it complies with interna-
tional law and universal principles of human rights’ (the Boycott, Divestment and 
Sanctions – or BDS – movement).10). Both of these cases represent social justice 
campaigns against institutional racism, social segregation and state violence, and 
with Archbishop Desmond Tutu (2013, p. xiii) states stating that the experience of 
the South African apartheid ‘bears such remarkable parallels with the struggle of 
the Palestinian people for their freedom from the oppression and injustice imposed 
on them by successive Israeli governments’. BDS is a global movement which calls 
for a boycott of Israeli commodities produced in the occupied territories, but also an 
academic, tourist, sports and cultural boycott (Rose and Rose, 2008; Bakan and Abu-
Laban, 2009; Wiles, 2013; Ananth, 2013; Di Stefano and Henaway, 2014; McMahon, 
2014). For Micheletti and Stolle (2015, p. 484) this case highlights ‘how individual 
and institutional consumers (e.g. universities) globally can be drawn into complex 
international issues’. Yet, while the BDS has achieved high visibility, it is not uncon-
tested, not least because of the argument that it is a case of anti-Semitic/anti-Jewish 
racism. On the contrary, however, as Bakan and Abu-Laban (2009, p. 32) argue:

the effectiveness of such a civil society initiative, as a strategy of resistance and cross-border 
solidarity, can be usefully framed as an anti-racist movement that contests a post-second world 
war hegemonic construction of state ideology, in which Zionism plays a central role and serves to 
enforce a racial contract that hides the apartheid-like character of the state of Israel.
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The BDS is a movement against colonialism and racism. Yet, during at the time of 
writing, the British state is seeking to ban publically funded institutions from sup-
porting the BDS movement.11 Future research can build a rights-based approach at 
an interdisciplinary level, including the study of law, cultural studies and political 
science. Stolle and Micheletti, referring to political consumerism, also state about 
political consumerism that ‘it can also be a tool for supporting nationalism, intoler-
ance, exclusiveness, or other types of hatred.’ (2015, p. 39, emphasis added). They 
go on to suggest that ‘one important example that is completely understudied is what 
is called here undemocratic political consumerism’ (ibid., p. 267, emphasis in 
original).

The politics of consumption have historically addressed ethnic/racial injustice, in 
the form of state apartheid or segregation. Historically, this is documented in the 
U.S., through the famous case of the Montgomery bus boycott of 1955 (Cohen, 2003; 
Stillerman, 2015). Still, Austin (1994, p. 226) documents ongoing service discrimina-
tion against black people in the U.S., as well as the construction of black consumption 
‘as a form of deviance’. She also connects the critique of forms of racialized con-
sumption with the importance of linking production and consumption (cf. Seidman, 
2007). Brown (2015, p. 239) extends this argument by exploring racialised political 
consumerism, a term which refers to instances where:

(1) race is invoked to help encourage, describe, or explain consumption patterns and experiences, 
and

(2) marketplace sites of consumerism are used or targeted for some political purpose that is 
designed to influence how resources are allocated toward a specific racial group.

Through the exploration of the case of the Black Star Line (BSL), a business 
initiative by the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), Brown (2015, 
p. 245) concludes that while offering opportunities for engagement and the 
operations of consumerism, ‘racialized political consumerism can be effective in 
mobilizing groups while also being unsuccessful in leading to sustained improvement 
for those groups within a white capitalist context’. Her contribution is important in 
terms of exploring the relationship between the politics of consumption at its 
intersection with race and goes beyond the passing references to struggles for 
recognition and against oppression.

CommerCial naTionalism: neoliberal regimes  
oF naTion branding

Beyond commodity consumption, the notion of consuming the nation through 
images and brands also deserves critical attention. Nation branding is an obvious 
intersection between nationalism and consumption, yet it is important as a neoliberal 
consumer regime evoking the nation and national identity. Through the work of 
British branding strategists Simon Anholt and Wally Ollins, nation branding became 
a tool for public diplomacy and economic development. The definitions of nation 
branding converge on its harnessing of promotional communication of the nation; for 
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Aronczyk (2013, p. 15), it refers to ‘the creation and communication of national 
identity using tools, techniques and expertise from the world of corporate brand 
management’, while for Kaneva (2011b, p. 118) it is ‘a compendium of discourses 
and practices aimed at reconstituting nationhood through marketing and branding 
paradigms’. There is growing scholarship exploring processes of nation branding 
(Iordanova, 2007; Jansen, 2008; Huang, 2011; Kaneva, 2011a, 2011b; Kaneva and 
Popescu, 2013; Valaskivi, 2013; Jordan, 2014; Bolin and Ståǻhlberg, 2015; Dinnie, 
2016). Among these, Branding the Nation by Melissa Aronczyk (2013) has become a 
seminal book in which she outlines the collaboration between the commercial and 
public sectors for the purposes of increasing competitiveness and foreign direct invest-
ment. An important issue in this literature concerns issues around representation in 
terms of the national body and multiculturalism. Different nation branding campaigns 
exemplify the tendency to promote the nation as a battlefield of sameness, through 
often failed or non-existent attempts to communicate diversity (Aronczyk, 2013).

A related strand in the literature on media, communications and cultural studies 
has highlighted the rise of the phenomenon of commercial nationalism (Volcic, 
2009; Volcic and Andrejevic, 2011; Volcic and Erjavec, 2012; Quail, 2015; Sanín 
Santamaria, 2015; Volcic and Andrejevic, 2015). Commercial nationalism refers to the 
process of symbolic commercial construction of a version of national identification. 
It is a process through which commercial entities promote national identity through  
their products or services, and as such, it is connected to the evolution of the study 
of COO and CE, as discussed earlier in this chapter, which seeks to measure the 
commercial impact of national identity on consumer behaviour. As Volcic and 
Andrejevic (2011, p. 613) state:

The selling of nationalism – which has become a common theme in populist commercial outlets 
globally in a number of countries – represents a reflexive form of national identity building: the 
choice to consume a particular version of national identification. We see this development as a 
complementary one to nation branding: On the one hand, commercial entities sell nationalism as 
a means of winning ratings and profits, while on the other, the state markets itself as a brand. 
Such is the double logic of commercial nationalism.

The relationship, thus, between nationalism and consumption is also burdened by 
attempts to ‘transpose politics into the register of sales and promotion’ (ibid.,  
p. 607). Hence, it is important to account for processes that develop from consumer 
regimes to neoliberal consumer regimes.

ConClusion: buying inTo The naTion and naTionalism

When addressing the politics of consumption, its relationship with nationalism mani-
fests in different ways, each of which is mobilised by different entities and is appro-
priated by different agencies, but where the nation is almost always at the heart of 
the struggle. This chapter has highlighted different articulations of nationalism in 
consumption in the forms of ethnocentric consumption, economic nationalism, con-
sumer nationalism and commercial nationalism. Ethnocentric consumption is rooted 
in a history of COO and CE literature which focuses on consumers’ perceptions of 
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product attributes, but it represents a normative way of conceptualising the convo-
luted relationship between nationalism and consumption and regards positive con-
sumer choice as the main target. As such, it is similar to commercial nationalism, 
which is concerned with nation branding and co-branding with the nation to achieve 
economic success. Both these forms of nationalism in the marketplace demonstrate 
a neoliberal consumer regime whereby the nation and national identity are undergo-
ing processes of commodification which can be accepted, appropriated or rejected by 
citizens. Economic nationalism is a phenomenon evident in the construction of 
nations where the citizen consumer is also forged as a key figure in the new national 
marketplace, and it manifests through ‘buy national’ campaigns, which often can and 
do make a comeback in times of crisis. Consumer nationalism, similarly, is a phe-
nomenon where citizen consumers are acting in the marketplace with their national 
identity in mind. Therefore, while studied in different disciplines and rarely convers-
ing, these phenomena spell out histories which can offer important contextual under-
standings of public cultures around the world.

Some of the areas for future development and critical issues arising will form 
the concluding remarks of this piece. Firstly, the nation is neither the state nor the 
individuals which inhabit it. The nation is discursively constructed and susceptible 
to both banal nationalism but also neoliberal globalisation. Yet, it is also formed by 
different races/ethnicities, each of which formulates a national identity on the basis 
of complex negotiations. Secondly, and importantly, as neoliberal globalisation is 
already in crisis, the way in which certain racialised/ethicised discourses around 
consumption emerge is often hidden or halted; the politics of consumption cannot 
merely concern the choice of a faceless, classless, genderless and raceless consumer, 
but individuals and groups who are situated within specific social positionings and 
which might or might not negotiate their national identities within neoliberal con-
sumer regimes.

Notes

 1  The nation is a geo-political construct, addressing ‘imagined communities’ (Anderson, 2006) 
and presenting borders and legal systems for access or non-access to the provisions of the state. 
Nationalism can describe a phenomenon of ideological, organisational and mobilisational char-
acter, as it can evoke sentiments and direct actions, include or exclude from its bureaucracy and 
muster resources and support for its diplomacy or military activities. National identity is a concept 
which deals with the additional complexity of emotional attachment and rationality in the con-
figuration of civic agency. It concerns the experience and negotiation of belonging in the nation.

 2  These include a series of statements ranging from statements about American-made products, 
imports and the perceived effects of purchasing the former versus the latter and vice versa.

 3  There is a fine line between nationalism and patriotism. Some authors distinguish between the 
two; ‘patriotism is commitment – a readiness to sacrifice for the nation – while nationalism is 
commitment plus exclusion of others, a readiness to sacrifice bolstered by hostility towards 
others’ (Druckman, 1994: 47). Importantly, both are tools of the state to reaffirm a national 
identity upon its subjects; ‘patriotism is precisely the ideas and feelings as a whole which bind 
the individual to a certain State’ (Durkheim, 1992: 73), but also ‘the patriotic card represents 
a particular political strategy, but it does not constitute the whole genus of nationalism within 
contemporary democratic politics’ (Billig, 1995: 103).

 4  Sir William Morris was the owner of the Morris Motor Company and a British philanthropist who 
donated to medical research and Nuffield College, University of Oxford.
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  5  The campaign was launched following the decision of five Surbiton secretaries to work for an 
extra half hour every day without receiving pay in order to boost productivity. I’m Backing Britain 
was backed by the government which faced a series of financial issues such as devaluation in 
the interior and diplomatic pressures in the exterior.

  6  This generally translates to s/he who insists wins, but the word ‘wins’ becomes the word 
‘Greek’ when a few more letters are attached to the front of it. So, the campaign carries the 
message s/he who insists on Greek, but effectively also wins.

  7  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fAZzz8NalhI [accessed 1 March 2016].
  8  The ‘incident’ concerned Toshiba’s sale of computers with faulty floppy disk drives. Whereas 

in the US the corporation settled out of court for $1.05 billion, it did not compensate for the 
sale of its unreliable products in China, leading to a public outcry based on national pride and 
dignity in the Chinese media.

  9  Some historical examples include anti-U.S. boycotts in China (Wong, 2001; Gerth, 2003), and 
anti-Japanese boycotts by Chinese immigrants in the U.S. during the invasion of China (Frank, 
1999).

 10  The BDS movement is a global movement brought into action in 2005 by different groups 
of the Palestinian civil society. For more information, see http://www.bdsmovement.
net/ [accessed 1 March 2016]. The call for BDS also elaborates on what compliance 
with international law will mean: (1) Ending its occupation and colonisation of all Arab  
lands and dismantling the Wall,; (2) Recognising the fundamental rights of the Arab-
Palestinian citizens of Israel to full equality; and (3) Respecting, protecting and promoting 
the rights of Palestinian refugees to return to their homes and properties as stipulated in UN 
resolution 194.

 11  http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/02/anger-uk-moves-ban-israeli-settlement-
boycott-160215164105804.html [accessed 1 March 2016].
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29
The Politics of Consumption

Alan Bradshaw

inTroduCTion

The character of the consumer is subject to a number of contestations that arguably 
fail to trigger what might boldly be claimed as a politics proper. With particular refer-
ence to two new books that point towards an alternative reckoning of how a politics 
of consumption might be engaged, The Politics of Everybody by Holly Lewis (2016) 
and On the Commodity Trail by Alison Hulme (2015), and via brief explorations of 
contemporary questions of homeownership and the privatisation of communication 
on social media, this chapter argues for, first, a politics of consumption grounded  
on rejecting the idea of a consumer class and second, a commitment to studying the 
politics of consumption as a question of who owns the mechanisms for reproducing 
social relations.

At one far poll, which we can caricature1 as stridently leftist, we see the consumer 
as a dupe who is all-too amenable to the false claims of hidden persuaders; as a reified 
reproducer of mass-manufactured identities and therefore a person who has failed 
to realise a subjectivity proper; as an overweight alcoholic porn-obsessed addict of 
social media’s false news; as the atomised hyper-individualised narcissist who bowls 
alone, as an id-like fool committed to toxic instant gratification; as a subject of his/
her own stupid desire rather than rational reflection; as an un-reflexive reproducer of 
all manners of gender, class, age and race outrages; as a post-political subject oblivi-
ous to his/her own cruel conservativism; as an opprobrious polluter who carelessly 
generates trails of smoking fossil fuels; and as an unapologetic asshole who lacks 
basic awareness of the ethics of shared space and yells ‘I’m on a train’ into their 
mobile phone.

At the opposite poll, which we might term boisterously neoliberal, is the cele-
brated consumer who is a creative chameleon, whose endless play with markers of 
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identification is a rich mode of cultural expression in its own right, whose consumer-
ism is a form of social enterprise that carves new practices of communal being and 
value, who is so empowered by their consumption choices that they might as well 
be an energy grid for a small city, whose banana consumption will rescue the global 
South, and who re-organises and transcends gender, race, class and age norms each 
time they gloriously hit the high street.

In between lies, arguably, the falsest position of all, the enlightened liberal, who, 
following prolonged in-depth interviews and longitudinal participant engagement, 
reports back from their exotic anthropological field that this special species known 
as ‘consumer’ is actually constantly negotiating between these hysterical poles 
and whose consumption should be interpreted as remarkably sensible solutions 
to conundrums of mythical proportions. Accordingly, one does not simply eat a 
sandwich, one sutures grand narratives and ideological injunctions, though it typically 
requires an interview with a consumer researcher for this real meaning of sandwich 
eating to register.

A separate contestation of ‘the consumer’ considers this subject’s dialectical 
relationship with the producer. Rather than accept the consumer as the person who 
merely consumes and wastes away objects, the consumer is understood as actively 
participating in a sort of tango dance with the producer, where who gets to lead the 
dance shifts between both partners in the co-production of a mesmerising spectacle.2 
The consumer, hence, is an immaterial labourer who adds value to the object during 
consumption and therefore is not the logical other of the producer. Here terms like 
co-creation, prosumer and service-dominant logic abound.

Both Lewis and Hulme present arguments that perhaps, from a politics of consumption 
perspective, posit all of the above as false positions. As Lewis (2016) puts it, ‘neoliberal 
political thought, whether progressive or conservative, acknowledges two great classes 
in the world: not capitalists and proletarians, but producers and consumers’ (p. 10). In 
other words, these are false categories that serve to mystify and naturalise broader class 
antagonisms. Lewis, rightfully, insists that consumption and consumerism are not the 
causes, but consequences, of exploitation and therefore any categorical split between 
producers and consumers is a misnomer. Our focus must instead be directed, away from 
the consumer good as a ‘thing’ that is to be understood in terms of how a person or set 
of people consume it, but instead to understand the commodity as ‘concretised’ through 
invisible processes. ‘Each of us’, Lewis reminds us,

has a network of invisible caretakers scattered across the globe, fulfilling tasks once performed 
within the community. People we don’t know stitch together our underwear, mine the metals 
used to make the machines that make our bicycles and pots, harvest our grain, grind the sand to 
make our drinking glasses. Sometimes our invisible caretakers live in town: lifting boxes from 
pallets, grading our term papers, preparing food in the backs of restaurants, cleaning our shit off 
public toilets. (p. 10)

The point is not to identify a shamefully parasitic relation of a consumer class to a 
worker class because it is not simply the wealthy who get to consume. The point, 
Lewis propounds, is to develop a politics that

addresses global subjects and asserts that there is commensurability between them. In other 
words, the only way to confront the system is to develop solidarity between those who must 
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labour – including those who are unable to labour – in this enormous network of mines, factories, 
schools, stores and transport centres: solidarity between the visible and the invisible, the waged 
and the unwaged. (p. 11)

This is all to say that a politics of consumption should not concern itself with arriving 
at an endpoint of either critique or appreciation of the consumer (a concern with 
normative affects), but rather to consider how our consumption might allow us to 
understand ourselves as networked to an invisible global army of caretakers and  
to understand this constellation in terms of capitalist accumulation and reproduction 
(a concern with structural effects).

By contrast, Hulme (2015) argues that the choice between the ‘consumer-as-dupe 
vision’ and ‘consumer-as-creative-agent’ vision, or indeed some kind of compromise 
between the two, is a false question because it emphasises consumption as a mat-
ter of personal desires between available products. Instead, Hulme argues that the 
question of the consumer and consumer choice should be recognised at the broader 
level of the state in which consumer spending is invoked for different purposes. For 
example, in contemporary China, Hulme argues, consumption is linked to the notion 
of the ‘trickle-down effect’, whereby the enrichment of the upper income levels will 
benefit poorer members of society by improving the economy as a whole. In contrast, 
post September 11 USA, consumption was encouraged as a means of exhibiting defi-
ance to terrorists who apparently were motivated by their great hatred of American 
consumer freedom. By examining these broader political projects that contextualise 
consumerism, Hulme argues that we can identify that the idea of consumer agency is 
bounded by the subject’s relationship with the state, which in turn is framed in terms 
of being a citizen with rights, when in reality it is about being a subject with responsi-
bilities: as Hulme puts it, ‘obligatory consumer societies, by their very nature, require 
subjects who take their responsibility to consume seriously. The era of obligatory 
consumerism changed the structure of the subject’s position to the State and strategic 
relation to his or her own consumption as far as the State is concerned’ (2015, p. 105). 
In other words, the identifications that we make with our own consumption, and with 
our status as consumers, whether it be in the capacity of being actual consumers or 
indeed academic consumer researchers, is to obscure how this consumption is framed 
by a far broader instrument of power. This is also to remind us that being a consumer 
is not a matter of personal choice but an obligatory subjectivity.3

The CommodiTy FeTish

Both Lewis and Hulme address how we should conceive politically of the relationship 
we have with these global ‘invisible caretakers’ that facilitate our consumption. Such 
politics might well begin with wondering how the exploitation that facilitates our 
consumption becomes invisible, because, from a Marxist perspective, this moment of 
disappearance is critical for the formation of class stratification. The term given to this 
moment is the ‘fetish’, which Harvey (2014) defines as the ‘various masks, disguises 
and distortions of what is really going on around us’ (p. 4). Geras (1983) explains, the 
fetish is the moment when ‘material objects have certain characteristics conferred on 
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them in virtue of the prevailing social relations, and are regarded as if such character-
istics belonged to them by nature’ (p. 190). The fetish is recognisable in our inability 
to recognise labour as a social process. Instead, this social relation between workers 
is only effected in the form of a relation between their products, the commodities they 
buy and sell – this is because the social character of labour only appears indirectly in 
the values of these commodities so that value seems inherent in the commodity, 
indeed as natural to the commodity, rather than a reflection of a division of labour. 
The commodity itself is the bearer of a ‘historically specific social characteristic’ (p. 
190). As Marx (2017) famously put it:

Could commodities themselves speak, they would say: Our use value may be a thing that interests 
men. It is no part of us as objects. What, however, does belong to us as objects, is our value. Our 
natural intercourse as commodities proves it. In the eyes of each other we are nothing but 
exchange values.

The significance of this point is of major consequence for Marx’s analysis and 
indeed is the very starting point of his analysis; after all the first two sentences of 
Das Kapital read: ‘The wealth of societies in which the capitalist mode of production 
prevails appears as an “immense collection of commodities”: the individual com-
modity appears as its elementary form. Our investigation therefore begins with the 
analysis of the commodity’ (Marx, 2017). Marx explains that the value of any object 
becomes relativised by the value of other commodities during exchange so that a 
general form of value emerges in which, famously, 20 yards of linen = 1 coat. The 
logic of the emergent capitalist exchange relies on the labour necessary for produc-
ing these objects finding their social expression in the commodity itself. As Fine 
(1983) puts it, ‘the social relationship between tailor and carpenter appears as a 
relationship between coat and table in terms of the ratio at which these things 
exchange with each other rather than in terms of the labors embodied in them’ 
(p. 102). This is all a matter, for Marx, of the ‘fetishism of the commodity and its 
secret’, where the secret is the social character of the labour that produced the com-
modity. It is important to add that there is an affective dimension to the fetish – as 
Ahmed (2014) argues, the commodity fetish might also be understood as a type of 
affective value because feelings come to reside in the objects but only through the 
erasure of the history of the object’s production and circulation. To this end, we 
might say that forms of marketing such as branding and advertising inject affective 
content into the commodity so to fill the void left by rendering the social relations of 
production itself invisible (Fuchs, 2017).

Consumption, therefore, must be understood as a moment when systemic blind-
ness happens. Notably, Marx identifies the active hand of the consumer. It is not the 
capitalist, the rentier, nor other agents of state, who puts the labourer out of sight, 
but the consumer. Yet as Marx also acknowledges, when we consume objects, we 
also bring into existence the object’s use-value because simply ‘without consumption 
there is no value’. Intriguingly Marx acknowledges that these objects – that carry 
with them a secret – have a ‘phantomlike’, and ‘unsubstantial character’; namely that 
human labour remains contained within them. In other words the commodity may not 
always succeed in maintaining its secret, and here lies the possibility of a different 
form of politicising our consumption.
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‘Follow The Thing’

Harvey (2014) tells us that we constantly encounter fetishes:

The supermarket is riddled with fetishistic signs and disguises. The lettuce costs half as much as 
half a pound of tomatoes. But where did the lettuce and the tomatoes come from and who was 
it that worked to produce them and who brought them to the supermarket? And why does one 
item cost so much more than another? Moreover, who has the right to attach some kabalastic 
sign like $ or € or £ over the items for sale and who puts a number on them, like a $1 a pound 
or £2 a kilo? Commodities magically appear in the supermarkets with a price tag attached such 
that customers with money can satisfy their wants and needs depending upon how much money 
they have in their pockets. We get used to all this, but we don’t notice that we have no idea 
where most of the items come from, how they were produced, by whom and under what 
conditions, or why, exactly, they exchange in the ratios they do and what the money we use is 
really all about. (pp. 6–7)

To politicise our consumption we should constantly question the social distribution 
of labour and particular forms of exploitation that brought the object into our lives, 
and question the relationship between the object’s value and the people whose labour 
the object depends upon. At stake, for Harvey, is the political project of de-fetishising 
the object by exposing the social process of its production and allowing the object to 
reveal everyday exploitations and our reliance upon concealed networks of helpers.

By ‘following the thing’, to invoke the challenge set by Appadurai (1988), a num-
ber of substantial insights may be generated. Notably Mintz (1986), in his landmark 
study of the global network that linked West Indies sugar farmers and British tea 
drinkers, brings an entire colonial model into focus that reveals much about how 
imperialistic domination functions while the shifting tastes for sugar consumption 
reveal much by way of class dynamics. By demonstrating the global commodity 
chain of sugar, Mintz evidences a direct link between slave labour and commodity 
consumption which should prompt us to wonder how much of our everyday consump-
tion links us to contemporary forms of slavery and exploitative working conditions. 
More recent examples of the ‘follow the thing’ genre include Cook and Harrison’s 
(2007) study of hot pepper sauces. Here the authors trace relations between a north 
London family cooking fishcakes on a Friday night with Jamaican sugar cane farm-
ers. Between the two is revealed a ‘constellation of people, plants, bugs, diseases, 
recipes, politics, trade agreements and histories, whose multiple, complex entangle-
ments and disjunctures animate this “thing” and its travels’ (p. 40). To be sure, Cook 
and Harrison’s study is moving and evokes sympathetic awareness of and identifica-
tion with various agents along the constellation.

It is within this field of study that Hulme (2015) invokes phantasmagorical 
wonder by re-imagining Walter Benjamin’s Arcades Project, this time tracing 
bargain goods. Providing a set of memorable imagery, Hulme outlines a commodity 
trail that links a peddler pushing an old cart of cardboard boxes through abandoned 
parts of Shanghai, a wholesale buyer comparing goods at huge markets, a port 
employee who uses a computer to move crates, a south east London pound shop 
owner who bulk loads his shelves with bargain trinkets and a domestic consumer 
lovingly placing gnomes in a suburban garden. In each case, the exercise is to 
establish broader identifications based on recognising the conditions of labour and 



the politiCs of Consumption 521

production. Such a task might well serve to restore Marxism as what Ahmed (2014) 
describes it to be, a ‘philosophy of wonder’ that serves to teach us to see differently 
what appears before consciousness, or to generate an ‘affective opening up of the 
world through the act of wonder, not as a private act, but as an opening up of what 
is possible through working together’ (p. 181).

Yet as Hulme (2015) reminds us, in matters of politics, varying forms of response 
emerge. For some, influenced by Harvey, the consequence is to merely ‘shop 
differently’ and hence ethical consumption emerges as a preferred solution. Hulme 
is clear; ‘shopping differently is a rather weak version of the outcomes Harvey’s 
thought could potentially lead to and [I] wanted to apply his theory in a way that 
did not simply berate terrible working conditions and profiteering practices, but 
tried to place a commodity chain within a wider vision of spaces and operations 
globally’ (Hulme, 2015: xiii). Accordingly, market solutions to market problems 
whereby all one has to do is ‘shop differently’ are to be problematised in as much 
as they do not confront underlying antagonisms of accumulation and exploitation. 
This is a reminder that we ought to consider the link between ideology and the fetish 
because, for Marx, ideology is that which naturalises domination and exploitation 
and we must understand this naturalisation as just as immanent to the commodity as 
commodity fetishism (Fuchs, 2017). Accordingly, the idea that a solution is arrived 
at by shopping differently is already to naturalise commodity exchange, even if it 
entails degrees of defetishisation.

For example, Fair Trade consumerism emerges as such a solution for problems of 
ethical consumerism and it invokes a spirit of planetary mutuality and shared empow-
erment that links labourers and consumers. While Fair Trade might appear to have 
succeeded in partially de-fetishising obscured global commodity chains, it would be 
more accurate to say that it has re-appropriated the fetish and did so by creating a new 
kind of symbolic value that sometimes romanticises and exoticises global South pro-
ducers and their labour for the benefit of consumers in the north (see Littler, 2008). 
Hence advertising images that depict indigenous farmers hard at work uncomfortably 
resonate with Victorian discourses of the ‘noble savage’, the ‘deserving poor’ and in 
some cases, the ‘negro goddess’. At stake, in other words, may be a false and patron-
ising form of solidarity that reproduces colonial tropes. Further, such promoted forms 
of ‘consumer citizenship’ that depend upon cosmopolitan concerns about the distant 
other and individualised types of action imagined as collective, can end up undo-
ing the work and symbolic efficiency of more traditional modes of political action 
(Lekakis, 2013). Such acts might be understood as instantiating what Dean (2009) 
terms ‘communicative capitalism’ – that is, the ‘materialization of ideals of inclusion 
and participation in information, entertainment and communication technologies in 
ways that capture resistance and intensify global capitalism’ (p. 2).

Further analysis of the particular ideological content of the commodity fetish 
of socially enterprising goods is presented by Žižek. For Žižek, there is a funda-
mental irony in how Starbucks, for example, offer consumers redemption from 
the sin of consuming Starbucks because they promise to donate a sum from each 
purchase to developing contexts (Žižek, 2011). This gesture, he argues, contains 
a logic of disavowal because buying coffee that promises to solve the problems 
created by buying coffee is an erasure of real politics. Capitalism, therefore, often 
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functions like a ‘chocolate laxative’ (Žižek, 2011), in that it represents itself as the 
object of its own containment – it is this double take of commodity fetishism that 
constitutes how ideology is often inscribed into the commodity. From a politics 
of consumption perspective, if the radical task succeeds and the fetish is uncov-
ered, Žižek reminds us that the dialectical materialist’s work is not yet finished. 
A defetishisation may serve for a re-appropriation of the fetish, as per Fair Trade, 
or for the consumer to move into a self-referential relationship with the fetish in 
which ‘knowing’ about the fetish appears as an end in its own right and facilitates 
a disavowal that

enables you to fully participate in the frantic pace of the capitalist game while sustaining the 
perception that you are not really in it, that you are well aware how worthless this spectacle 
is – what really matters to you is the peace of the inner Self to which you know you can always 
withdraw. (Žižek, 2001, p. 15)

The consequence of Žižek’s important intervention is to ensure that we must 
understand the supplemental relationship between the fetish and ideology.

The home

A powerful example of why a politics of consumption cannot simply depend upon 
observing how people consume certain objects is presented by a broader analysis of 
the home. The home is arguably the most important object that anybody will con-
sume in terms of how much of our lives are given to both consuming, and indeed 
paying for it, how much essential components of the life such as protection, security 
and health are bound to it, not to mention the more banal fact of how physically big 
a home tends to be relative to any other consumer object a person is ever likely to 
possess, and thus it becomes clear what Miller meant when he stated that ‘basically 
homes are the elephants of stuff’ (Miller, 2010, p. 81).

As Harvey (2014) tells us, despite the centrality of the use value of our homes (as 
sources of accommodation, security, the place of family reproduction, etc.), it is the 
exchange value that tends to dominate, because in most Western countries, housing 
is built speculatively as a commodity, meaning that it is the potential exchange 
value that tends to matter most, especially when the state declines to subsidise 
affordable housing. Such are the stakes of home ownership that the maintenance and 
improvement of housing asset values, as well as questions of access and exclusion, 
have become important political objectives for large segments of the population. 
Given the degree of speculation on house prices, much economic instability ensues 
with the obvious damage to the global economy of the various bursting house 
price bubbles. When prices collapse, disaster ensues – for example, four million 
Americans lost their homes to foreclosure during the recent property market crash 
(Harvey, 2014). When house prices rise, a different type of disaster also ensues: 
‘growing social housing waiting lists, rising rents and house prices, insecure 
tenancies, overcrowding, declining quality and the rapid gentrification driving the 
less well-off out of cities’ which overall attest to the context of housing today in 
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many countries as ‘a major source of inequality, social division and deteriorating 
living standards’ (Robertson, 2017, p. 195).

Homeownership, therefore, presents an excellent example of Hulme’s commitment 
to understanding the idea of consumption with reference to the fetishised relationship 
between the consumer and the state. For example, as argued by Robertson (2017), 
the domination of use value by exchange value for homes is best demonstrated in 
circumstances where housing consumption is organised around the principle of 
homeownership as a means of capturing ground rents. In countries like the UK, 
this is a consequence of a deliberate government neoliberal strategy to restructure 
the relationship between the individual and society away from collectivist models 
of welfare provision towards an individualist model grounded in asset investment 
(Robertson, 2017). Where our relationship to home becomes so financialized that 
the asset role of the home dominates over its role as a form of shelter (Robertson, 
2017), the circumstances of inequality quickly become extreme. Robertson (2017: 
204) outlines the consequences:

… there is a world of difference, for example, between a young family getting heavily into debt 
in order to acquire a starter home and wealthy foreign investors buying property in London, 
often without ever having seen it or intending to occupy it … [they are] driving up prices for 
would-be homeowners or those further down the housing ladder. A similar source of inequality 
among owner-occupiers emerges because some are able to leverage their properties to acquire 
more houses, thus giving them greater access to the value accumulating on residential land … 
Even more notable is the inequality between those who are on the property ladder and those 
who are not. Given that everyone needs housing, the nature of housing wealth is such that a 
rise in house prices is essentially a redistribution towards homeowners away from renters. As 
mortgage credit has been channeled into residential values, homeowners become wealthier, but 
the housing costs of those who do not own a home go up … There is a generational dimension 
to this inequality because it tends to be older generations – particularly the baby boomers and 
those who bought during the first wave of the Right to Buy – who acquired a windfall from 
house price inflation over the last three decades, while younger generations are left to face 
higher housing costs.

Once our lives become dominated by the exchange value of a home, not only do we 
have to commit our working lives to servicing credit or paying rent, but for some 
home owners their whole live becomes a form of asset maintenance. For example, 
Zwick and Ozalp (2011) studied condominium and loft buyers in transitional 
Toronto neighbourhoods, and noticed that the sellers decreasingly emphasise the 
traditional use value of the property (e.g. the number of bedrooms) and instead 
emphasise ‘the dwelling’s symbolic, emotional, communal, and affective potential 
for facilitating the production of specific forms of life and subjectivities aspired to 
by the buyers of the product’ (p. 236). Of course these abstract assets tend not to 
materially exist in these transitional neighbourhoods because it is yet to be seen if 
they are to become vibrant creative or ‘hipster’ districts. But what is clear is that if 
the neighbourhoods are to succeed, and will therefore justify the high home prices 
that buyers are asked to pay, then this will require the active participation and life-
style performativity of the new urban dwellers because lifestyles and consumption 
practices and affective attachments are reconfigured as necessary forms of invest-
ment in home prices and community development. As Zwick and Ozalp (2011) put 
it, the sellers seek to ‘sell the value generated by the consumers to the consumers 
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through their collective production of social communication, lifestyle, social rela-
tionships, community, and so forth’ (p. 236). The tacit injunction, then, is that ‘while 
you own a dwelling, you do not dwell’, because the value of this future labour has 
already been appropriated by the seller within the sale price.

From a Marxist perspective, we must consider how such commodity fetishism can 
come into view for politicisation. Should the Toronto hipsters succeed in staging a 
trendy lifestyle that regenerates the entire neighbourhood, valorising it for a further 
round of gentrification and thereby ensuring rising home prices, it can be easy to 
miss that this lifestyle was never a natural spontaneous cultural occurrence, but a 
lifestyle existence that is intelligible in terms of a less visible imperative of home 
prices grounded in state policy. From a historical materialist perspective, we can see 
that much of the consumption activities in neighbourhoods, including the sense of 
class structure, is contingent upon specific modes of commodity speculation entailed 
in the property market. As Miller (2010) attests, home dwelling is often a matter of 
thwarted desire because the dwellers are subject to ‘powerful forces which are by no 
means under their control’ (p. 80), immediately incurring the interest of the state, 
landholders, local councils, financial institutions, meaning that

against these forces, any desire by us, the mere people who dwell in houses, to engage in a 
certain relationship to them can find us way down any pecking order of power. Sometimes these 
powers manifest themselves in quite extraordinary and unexpected ways, hidden within genres 
of material culture where we do not perceive them as power. (p. 81)

Further, given the enormous costs of home ownership, the usual consumer ideology 
of freedom of choice is necessarily limited because it is simply an illusion for most 
people to imagine that they can choose to leave their home and get a new one as a 
matter of instantly gratified consumer decision-making, or at all. Given the enormous 
disruption and expense involved with moving home, most people will simply adapt 
themselves and modify their lifestyle until they can achieve a degree of familiarity 
and security in their home (Miller, 2010).

This contrived feeling of familiarity combined with security, clearly deeply com-
promised, reminds us of Ahmed’s (2014) analysis of the affective dimension of 
erased emotions. Home dwelling necessarily entails, for most consumers, erasing 
the affective dissonance of having to work hard to pay rent for a landlord to live off 
simply by virtue of their primitive accumulation (that is they privatised a scarce asset 
before the person who needs it could access it), or having to commit to servicing a 
thirty-year mortgage in order to avoid being a renter and all for a building which may 
be actually quite disappointing if one were to linger on the issue. These moments of 
erasure that obscure the possibility of an alternative form of politicising the home 
partially constitutes the fetish itself. But most of all, what the fetish conceals is  
the broader question of why we should continue to live in circumstances where the use 
value of our homes can be dominated by such an all-consuming quest for exchange 
value that immiserates the many and creates huge instability for global economies? 
That is to say, why do we permit a regime of private property for home ownership and 
why do we permit a constant escalation of property prices? That it appears entirely 
natural that any home at all is a commodity and that a house price directly reflects a 
value of the house itself, demonstrates the actuality of the fetish.
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soCial media

A further example of the commodity fetish resides in the question of ownership of 
communication. To the extent that many people increasingly perform their commu-
nicative capacity and maintain relationships via social media, it is important to note 
that their personal communication is privatised for the purpose of surplus extraction. 
As Arvidsson (2016) notes, Facebook operates in such a way as to reconfigure our 
social relations so that they become fit for financialisation; we are constantly being 
sorted and valued on the basis of our communicative expressions and it is mostly our 
affective dispositions that are of great interest to Facebook’s algorithm (and Facebook 
must be understood as in the business of surveillance). As Fuchs (2017) rightly 
argues, our participation in online forums, like Facebook, is fetishistic because our 
immediate experience is the sociality in which we engage, and because we do not 
pay, this sociality masks Facebook’s commodity form. The term ‘social media’ is 
therefore a misnomer for Fuchs because Facebook, Google and other organisations 
are private enterprises and therefore are expressions of possessive individualism.

More pressingly, whether one might agree or disagree that Facebook suitably pro-
vides value for its users to the extent that this is not a case of genuine exploitation, the 
core political question, again, must revolve around the idea of private ownership. To 
agree that our communication should be privatised in such a way that it can be valor-
ised for commodification is a political question. That this is precisely the question that 
rarely gets asked reveals commodity fetish at play. By contrast Fuchs (2017, p. 65) 
insists: ‘True social media can only exist in a commons-based participatory democracy. 
Marx’s works are key intellectual tools for the inspiration of struggles for a commons-
based society and commons-based media’.

ConClusion

This chapter concludes with two arguments. The first is that analysing the politics of 
consumption should entail revealing obscured constellations of labourers; the 
‘hidden helpers’ whose work produces and circulates the commodities. The purpose 
of this defetishisation of the commodity trail is not to demonstrate the shameful 
decadence of privileged Western consumers, but instead to show how we are net-
worked together in ways which might provide a basis for solidarity. To be sure, 
imagining how a solidarity might form between the Yiwu factory workers who 
manufacture trinkets and the customers of a south east London pound shop, as per 
Hulme’s (2015) study, remains exceptionally difficult to conceive, let alone strategise 
for. However, it is important from a politics of consumption perspective not to invoke 
such disparities between different consumer groups with a view to declaring that 
there is a basic incommensurability between the class experiences that necessarily 
entails an unavoidable antagonism between a consumer class and a labourer class 
because the distinction is a categorical misnomer. Indeed, by focusing on such con-
texts as a pound shop, Hulme reminds us that there is a near universality at stake; a 
sort of hyper availability of products for all the people.
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Invoking a commodity trail, therefore, is to invoke a politics of everybody that does 
not obscure the vast differences of quality of life, but rather pulls it into focus in a 
context of a network of interdependency. It provides the basis for, in other words, a 
politics of everybody that forms a political commitment and a militant commitment 
to an inclusion that does not deny antagonism (Lewis, 2016). As Lewis argues, this 
is different from a capitalist invocation of ‘everybody’ which is in reality a political 
euphemism to deflect responsibility from systemic processes onto consumers who 
cannot control them (for example, ‘everybody in Ireland overspent and caused the 
financial crash’ or ‘environmental devastation is everybody’s fault’). Rather, it is an 
everybody that is politically productive because it seeks to undo the ideological indi-
vidualism of capitalism.

The political error then, is to conclude that first-world consumers are the agents 
that actively exploit and violently dominate third-world labourers. This repeats 
the neoliberal invocation of ‘everybody’ inasmuch as ‘everybody is to blame’ and 
leads to more handwringing. However, as Lewis (2016) argues, this perspective 
misses the point, namely ‘the majority of the world proletariat may be outside the 
wealthy regions of the global North; still, the vast majority of people even in the 
global North own no means of production and have nothing to trade for survival 
but their own labor’ (p. 201). This is to say, as Lewis does, that a politics of class 
begins with an understanding of economies as deeply structured so that one subset 
of people can extract surplus value from another, and will produce an extensive 
system that ensures the reproduction of this exploitative class arrangement. This 
typically Marxist position accepts the principle of collaboration between diverse 
people, whose labour, in circumstances that will vastly differ in terms of actual 
experiences of exploitation, is necessary to reproduce this profitable circulation of 
consumer goods, and argues that they must find the grounds for cooperation and 
solidarity, as extremely difficult as this might be.

To accept otherwise is to accept that material social relations cannot go beyond spe-
cific intersecting points – that there is a basic incommensurability that exists between 
different profiles of class, race, gender, age, sexuality, disability, etc., and that real 
solidarity is limited to those who share certain characteristics; characteristics that are 
actually materially static, insurmountable antagonisms. From a Marxist perspective, 
what each of these groups share is that they are all locked into capitalist reproduction 
in varying ways and, further, each of these sources of distinction – race, class, gender – 
are mutually conditioning components of material social relations; in other words they 
are symptoms and not causes. A Marxist approach must immediately clarify that this 
does not mean that the appearance of these class experiences is false. It exists, but the 
appearance conceals the relationship between the producers. As Marx (2017) himself 
put it: ‘the relations connecting the labor of one individual with that of the rest appear, 
not as direct social relations between individuals at work, but as what they really are, 
material relations between persons and social relations between things’.

Therefore, a politics of consumption should insist that consumption, with its vari-
ous violent iniquities, is a symptom and not a cause of class. Accordingly, each dif-
ferent class experience will reproduce material social relations in ways that reflect 
and amplify and therefore concretise and normalise the political economic structure. 
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But to then focus on how certain class profiles are particularly unreflexive and dis-
appointing in their social reproduction, or as Lewis (2016) puts it, ‘worrying about 
whether or not individuals desire assimilation’ is to swap a ‘concern about norma-
tive affects with actual anti-capitalist struggle’ (p. 227), and this moment of swap-
ping, at worst, can create a political dead-end based on different groups expressing 
their resentment and demands for sacrifice against others whilst forgetting that, 
in capitalism, uneven development is still a combined development. The politics 
of consumption, therefore, is not a displacement or refusal of these issues – the 
antagonisms that exist are no less real or concrete nor not in need of urgent reform 
just because they reproduce and amplify social relations, but it is a question of 
how to frame these antogonisms within a broader analysis grounded in a politics of 
everybody.

The second argument is to say that a politics of consumption should never lose 
sight of the circumstances of whether the consumption takes place in private prop-
erty or in a commons. This entails not just whether the object is a public good, but 
also the means of producing this object. Issues of private ownership are seldom 
static or simply stated – for example, much of the neoliberal project entails deep-
ening the logic of privatisation. The example of home ownership reveals that the 
matter of a government deciding to instil a national order of home owners did not 
produce a single discrete period of privatisation but set in motion a systemic reform 
that, decades later, still demands constant labour. In this regard, the logic of priva-
tisation is often an experience of intensification – for example, whilst British uni-
versities may remain public entities, the apparatus of privatisation which includes 
student tuition fees, league tables, etc. leaves everybody in a constant state of inten-
sifying disruption.

The work of the fetish and its supplemental ideology is to naturalise these states 
of affairs so that the labour necessary for inculcating regimes of privatisation are 
rendered both invisible and natural and therefore taken outside the realm of poli-
tics. The moment we stop analysing our experience in terms of privatisation, is the 
moment that we succumb to their naturalisation, and from that point onwards we will 
be responding to the apparition of things. Whether it be in terms of how our com-
municative ability is reordered and then valorised for surplus extraction by so-called 
social media or of how our experience of living in a home and our sense of commu-
nity is ordered by a governmental commitment to the principle of homeownership, it 
is important that we engage these topics in terms of questions of private versus com-
mons, and beyond that, that we understand these as questions of materialism which 
immediately invoke questions of exploitation and oppression, that we remember that 
at stake is the contestation of the mechanisms for reproducing social life and whether 
or not we accept as natural the idea that these mechanisms should be concentrated in 
private hands.

Put differently, the difference between a critical perspective on consumption and 
a politics of consumption, is that the critical perspective wants to take all represen-
tations of consumption with a pinch of salt, whereas the politics of consumption 
perspective insists that the salt was pinched from everybody and wants to know how 
everybody can get it back.4
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Notes

 1  As this is a caricature, it is not helpful to cite any particular study as it is not intended as a direct 
representation of actual studies, rather it is to notice the polls that envelope much analysis.

 2  This analogy comes from Consumer Tribes by Cova, Kozinets and Shankar.
 3  As should become clear as the argument is further pursued, it would be entirely a mistake to 

read this argument as claiming that the consumer has no agency.
 4  I here paraphrase my friend Stephen Dunne.
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