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1 Introduction


Knowledge and identity of the consumer are heavily bound to consumer culture, attributes of which are discussed in the following section in terms of its being contextual, construed, chaotic, constructed, contradictory and conflictual. This leads in section 3 to the argument that an understanding of capitalist commodity relations offer an appropriate starting point for addressing consumer culture (even where consumption is not directly dependent on market provision). The corresponding approach to the culture of consumption is illustrated by examples in section 4 (although a wide variety of case studies is referenced throughout). The closing remarks bring out some of the broad implications for the politics of the consumer.

2 Consumer Culture

It is now more than twenty years since the study of consumption became the object of intensive study across the social sciences. It is an opportune moment to take stock and offer some necessarily partial assessment of what we do know, and what we do not know, about that elusive object/subject of this collective endeavour – the consumer. Our more recently garnered knowledge, however, has not sprung anew from nowhere, for the consumer has long been studied for a variety of purposes from marketing through to social commentary. At one extreme, at least in some respects, stands the discipline of economics and its fabled homo economicus, rational economic man, and rarely acknowledged as potentially female.
 He sets about maximising utility subject to budget and other constraints, increasingly across all activities of which consumption choices are but the most prominent.
 A simple and single-minded calculus of pleasure (spending money) and pain (earning it) is presumed to suffice to grind out consumption, essentially understood as equivalent to market demand. Otherwise we learn nothing about consumer and consumed. Indeed, these key categories are inevitably designated in the most anonymous form as algebraic rather than semiotic symbols, as in the standard utility function of elementary microeconomics, ui (x1, x2, x3, …, xj, …, xn), where individual i gain utility from goods xj. Further, in the virtual world of perfect competition, the humble consumers become noble sovereigns, dictating what is produced and setting in place the efficient allocation of resources for society as a whole.
 


Not surprisingly, as a discipline, economics has not participated in the academic consumer revolution, confining itself to ever more sophisticated methods for estimating demand on otherwise unchanging assumptions of the sort laid out in the previous paragraph. The discipline has exhibited scant regard for concerns around the nature of the consumer and of the consumed, part of a more general neglect by economics of the postmodernism that has ripped across the other social sciences.
 So, at the other extreme to economics stands old-time consumer studies. It has been eclectic in method and wide in scope, closely aligned to the study of marketing and advertising, and more concerned with the psyche of the consumer as with, more often than not, her spending power. Given a radical twist, the sovereign consumer is deposed and becomes victim to the manipulative hidden persuaders in pursuit of what are deemed to be artificially created, even false, needs.


To a large extent, consumer studies was, and remains, ignored by the new literature. With some justification, it has been perceived as predominantly low-brow and, at best, middle-brow, compared to the high theory of postmodernism. Yet, within its own vernacular, consumer studies offered lessons that came to be re-invented by postmodernism. First is the idea that consumers have multiple identities. This is not simply a matter of socio-economic status, varied though these are by class, age, race, gender, location, income, education, household characteristics, etc. The individual is interpreted as incorporating and acting upon an equally varied set of attributes, although the attempt is made to aggregate these into identifiable and targetable life-styles. A modest list of factors in identifying the consumer includes, Fine and Leopold (1993, p. 59):

High or low involvement, arousal, attitude, affect, attributes, intention, reaction, learning, satisfaction, expectation, atmospherics, environment, context, convenience, memory, familiarity, judgement, choice, impulse, generics, cues, status, brand, impression, class, time, age, inference, endorsement, stereotyes, community, socialisation, norms, knowledge, lifestyle, enthusiasm, materialism, culture, self-perception, routinisation, stimulus, sentiment, role-playing, psychographics, mood, encoding, focus, situation, adaptivity, opinion, leadership, imagination, variety, scripts, vividness, disconfirmation, precipitation, persuasion, reinforcement, reminder, seduction, aesthetics, humour, etc.

Not surprisingly, Lord Lever could claim that 50% of his advertising works but the problem was that he did not know which 50%!


Second, by the same token, not only the consumer but also the consumed takes, or appears to take, on multiple lives of its own. In most extreme form, Appadurai (1986, p. 3) suggests:

Focusing on the things that are exchanged, rather than simply on the forms or functions of exchange, makes it possible to argue that what creates the link between exchange and value is politics, construed broadly. This argument … justifies the conceit that commodities, like persons, have social lives.

On a more mundane level, before adverts came to be deconstructed, they had to be constructed, and there is no reason to believe that the one has been handled with any greater degree of sophistication and complexity than the other. Objects of consumption, by whatever means, are endowed with the qualities construed by consumers, in part through a system of signs. These can float free from the material properties of the objects themselves – as in the idea of coke as the “real thing”, an imaginary reality that is shifted to suit time and place. Consumers and consumed reinvent themselves or are reinvented by others on their behalf. For mainstream economics, objects of consumption serve a given (and limited) identity represented by a utility function through their given material properties. For postmodernism, consumption is a source of shifting and multiple identities grounded in symbolic properties. Indeed, Baudrillard’s simulacrum of desire can be interpreted as a nightmarish restoration of consumer sovereignty through collapsing the material to a symbolic world within the mind.


No doubt I oversimplify and exaggerate to the point of parody. But I do so for a particular purpose, to learn a third lesson (and more). For, in recognising that the consumer/consumed has multiple identities, like culture, ideology, systems of belief or whatever, it is necessarily subject to what I have dubbed the six Cs.
 Thus, the culture of consumption is contextual, construed, chaotic, constructed, contradictory and conflictual. It is worth elaborating on each of these.


By contextual is meant that the consumed is not only located in specific circumstances (high or low price, good or bad quality, etc) but that these are associated with particular and variable meanings to the consumer. The meaning of the same dress is very different according to time and place as has been recognised in the past through sumptuary laws, and in the present by virtue of power (and casual) dressing, with jeans and varieties of footwear moving flexibly between work clothes and fashion item. The consumer is far from a passive recipient of the meaning of objects of consumption, and is active in creating that meaning. But the consumer is not liable to be able to command a monopoly in doing so, not least because that meaning is both internalised from without (what does consumption mean to the consumer) and interpreted by others (not least in consumption for display).
 


Thus, consumption is construed. But the process of construal is heavily influenced by a multiplicity of factors derived from context. This is illustrated by the shifting meanings over time, place and people (and objects of consumption) of the distinction between luxuries and necessities. It is not simply a matter of shifting the boundary between the two, in favour of the former with rising affluence. For the meaning of the two, and the distinction, changes over time. Just as one person’s meat is another poison, so a luxury to one is a necessity to another.


 One reason for this is that there is a tension between tying the distinction to what can be commonly afforded and to attaining a socio-economic status (that cannot be reduced to income alone except possibly at a point in time). This leads to the recognition that the meaning of consumption is not necessarily coherent, as different meanings are articulated together. A cream cake for someone on a diet can be both a luxury and “naughty but nice”, simultaneously reward and punishment.
 


The source of such inconsistent or chaotic attributes is not entirely nor predominantly internal but derive from how the item of consumption has been both materially and culturally constructed, something that runs deeper than construal. The “sweetness” of chocolate for example, and its different meanings to men, women and children, depend upon the material properties of chocolate itself (and what is manufactured as such) as well as the gendered and other meanings of sweetness.


The construction of the consumer is also contradictory in the dialectical sense of being deeply rooted in social forces, structures and processes that interact with one another to give rise to complex outcomes. This is well-illustrated in the peculiarly modern pressures both to diet and to eat. These have given rise to what are termed the diseases of affluence as their influence is felt at the level of the individual – not only in heart disease but also in obesity, anorexia, and bulimia.


Not surprisingly in view of these other attributes, consumer/consumed is subject to conflict in the making of meaning. In a way, this is how the ideologies of consumer sovereignty/manipulation can be interpreted, an attempt at persuading consumers how they should perceive of themselves. But conflict over the meaning is not confined to the relations between producers and consumers. Conflict over consumption can be initiated by those who are neither producer nor consumer as is sharply brought into focus by campaigns against particular consumption goods in light of the way in which they have been produced – to the detriment of the environment or wages and working conditions.

3 Capitalist Commodities and the Consumer

On the face of it, appeal to the 6Cs, and more, would appear to render the consumer even more elusive. How these attributes interact with one another is highly complex and diverse. But this does not mean that there is no place for generalities although general theories are bound to fail. The latter tend to take one of two forms. One is horizontal theory, usually drawn from within a discipline and applied across all consumption, Fine and Leopold (1993). This is true of the demand theory of mainstream economics that treats all consumption as a theory of choice in the satisfaction of preferences, and of theories of emulation and distinction (stratification) within sociology. Otherwise, as with the notions of consumerism, consumer society or consumer revolution, aspects of consumer behaviour are (over)generalised as socially driven and historically specific characteristics. 


The problem with such generalities is the extent to which they are empirically more observed in the breach. This is hardly surprising in view of the complexity and diversity of the determinants of consumption. On the other hand, it is too nihilistic to draw the conclusions that there are no regularities. Surely, when Ritzer (1993 and 1998) points to McDonaldization, he has achieved some purchase on the nature of contemporary consumption even if everything is not and cannot be hamburger-like (quite apart from whether all hamburgers are themselves the same). Analytically, though, the problem of starting with McDonalds is that it sets a standard against which both theories and other consumption goods can be judged but it does not and cannot justify that theoretical norm.


There is, however, a more general property of the humble hamburger that points to an appropriate starting point in the study of the consumer: that it is a capitalist commodity. Its appeal  as point of departure in studying consumption and the consumer rests on the following arguments, with objections anticipated both to strengthen the case and to elaborate and refine it. First, the contemporary consumer is heavily embroiled in the world of commodities as is acknowledged by notions such as consumer society, globalisation, and McDonaldisation. This does not, however, mean that all commodities are produced, distributed and bought and sold in the same way. Much of the current understanding of the consumer is based upon a putative shift from Fordist to post-Fordist (“flec-spec”) modes of provision.
 Such ideal types are simply too crude and empirically questionable as generalities.
 Commodities are highly diverse in how they reach the consumer, let alone in how they are consumed.


Nor does emphasis upon the commodity lead to an undue restoration of consideration of production over consumption, of material over cultural factors. This is to see the commodity as unduly reduced to its property as exchange value, as price. But classical political economy, and especially Marx, defines the commodity as both exchange and use value. This implies that qualitative social relations are in part formed and expressed quantitatively. What you consume, and what it means to you, is heavily bound by how much you can afford, a sort of consumer democracy in which some have more votes and freedoms than others. Thus, for example, there is a major tension between meeting the requirements of mass  production and sustaining distinctiveness for commodity and consumer (lifestyle for sale means access for all). But it necessarily follows that consumption patterns, and meanings, cannot be legitimately derived from class relations of production although this does not mean that such class relations in their broader context are irrelevant to consumption.
 But class, production and exchange value are readily left behind in embracing the pertinence of sign value. Whilst the leading villain in this respect has been Baudrillard, his stance on the rejection of Marx has continued to be readily accepted even though much else of his work has now been rejected as too extreme.


But, second, if social relations, and culture (of consumption), are only partly and indirectly expressed and formed through commodity relations, how well does commodity analysis confront the fuller picture? An answer depends on how the classic Marxist concept of commodity fetishism is understood. On a narrow interpretation, it refers to the fact that the commodity form as such does not directly reveal how the commodity has been brought to the market (especially in its dependence on class relations of production). More broadly, though, commodity fetishism can be viewed in terms of how the consumers’ access to products via the market reveals little or nothing about how the use value of the commodity (in material and cultural) properties has been endowed, from child labour and environmental degradation to the application of science and tariffs.
 


In this respect, Burke’s (1996) outstanding study of the consumption of cosmetics in Zimbabwe, from colonial times forward, is instructive, not least because of its strength as an exemplary case study of the relationship between the material and cultural properties of commodities. He investigates how the selling and the meaning of cosmetics has been dependent both upon the strategies of capitalist manufacturers and the intersection of their advertising with shifting meanings of race, gender, cleanliness and so on. When soap is advertised with an image contrasting the cleanliness of the skins of black and white children, we know in retrospect that such commerce is situated in racist, colonial society whose levels of oppression penetrate far deeper than those of personal hygiene. So soap is about cleanliness and colonialism , and the material and cultural meanings of both. Consequently, Burke appropriately poses the question of the relationship between the material and cultural properties of commodities, p. 8:

Goods are not pure free-floating signifiers; they are not blank slates upon which history and power can write freely. They have concrete material qualities which limit and prescribe their uses and their nature. On some level, food is for eating, soap is for washing, clothes are for wearing.

In seeking an answer, he acknowledges the problematic but useful work of Baudrillard in positing the critical role of sign value in serving “modern capitalism’s ability to generate and control surplus value”, and he is particularly appreciative of Haug’s “masterly treatment of ‘commodity aesthetics’”, p. 6. Much more ambivalence is directed towards Marx and commodity fetishism for he welcomes the idea that “relations between things … accompany, conceal, or displace the actual state of relations between people”, p. 5. However, he concludes that, p. 6:

Marx’s definition of commodity fetishism does not leave sufficient room for the complexity of the relations between things and people, room for the imaginative possibilities and unexpected consequences of commodification, room for the intricate emotional and intellectual investments made by individuals within commodity culture.

Neither evidence nor argument is given for this conclusion. As Carruthers and Babb (2000, p. 18) put it by way of contrast, “In Marx’s analysis, commodities consist of much more than just a set of useful features: They embody social relationships”.
 Burke argues, largely correctly, that there has been a Marx-inspired tradition that derives a distinction between met and (bad) false and unmet and (good) real needs, blame for which resides somewhere between commodity fetishism and a conspiracy of the ruling classes.
 Further, this tradition identifies false needs with appearances rather than realities. But none of this has anything to do with Marx’s own understanding of commodity fetishism, for which social relations merely appear as what they also are, as relations between things on the market – quantitative, uni-dimensional and monetised. To emphasise that these appearances are not false, Marx draws the contrast with religious fetishism for which exploitative social relations are expressed as a supposed (false) relationship with the deity.

There is, then, nothing in Marx’s definition of commodity fetishism that fails to accommodate Burke’s analytical demands. Such a conclusion is subject to one proviso – that the definition should not be confined to the concealment of the social relations of production alone. Burke’s case study demonstrates how other relations of domination are concealed (and in a sense, if through reflection, revealed) by the meanings attached to cosmetics, which themselves differ by time, place and consumer. One way of interpreting Burke’s criticism of Marx (or some of his followers) is that the notion of commodity fetishism needs to be widened to incorporate those social relations that are reified and veiled through the act of exchange (presence of child labour, environmental degradation, as well as racial and sexual domination). In addition, it is necessary to acknowledge that such social relations structure, without absolutely determining, the way in which commodities can be used and understood at the level of the individual – what it is to be clean or beautiful (that is white, until black is beautiful can assert itself and be, first, politicised, and then commercialised).

 
In short, Marx’s theory of value, of which commodity fetishism is a part or a corollary, sustains an irreducible connection between production (for profit) and exchange (for use). In contrast, postmodernist critics of Marx discount production, depart exchange, and (re)construct use value alone. It is worth recalling, however, that Marx's early writings focused heavily on alienation, Miklitsch (1998, p. p. 84/5) in the context of consumption. Unfortunately, whatever its veracity, Althusser's notion that Marx broke with this earlier work to embrace political economy has also encouraged the view that Marx had the most simplistic approach to use value, the evidence of his earlier writings, including those on ideology, to the contrary. Certainly, Marx's work reveals a shift of emphasis but, for example, the treatment of commodity fetishism as a concealed relationship between producers expressed as a relationship between things does not necessarily entail the simplistic attitude to the social construction of the use values of commodities that has been attributed to Marx and to Marxist political economy more generally. Miklitsch’s account strongly supports the view that Marx’s supposed neglect of consumption was a matter of mature choice “in order to retain the concept of surplus-value”, p. 93. In other words, never lose sight of (someone else’s) profit motive as underpinning our consumption.


In this context, Haug's (1986) much neglected notion of the aesthetic illusion is instructive as he argues that the shifting products and productions in pursuing profitability create a tension between the material character of commodities and the way they are perceived. In a nutshell, Haug argues that commodities tend to be degraded in their material properties in pursuit of profitability through cheaper production. To guarantee sale, this is veiled by endowing them with a sexual content through advertising. Significantly, Haug establishes a shifting connection between how commodities are produced and how they are construed. But his analysis is too narrow in presuming that commodities are always worsened (a nostalgia for craftmanship and authenticity) and that compensation for that cheapening degradation only comes in the form of sexuality and advertising.



Commodities pick up their highly diverse meanings from a variety of sources whatever their shifting quality. Mass produced and distributed frozen dough, for example, gains its appeal by being marketed as French sticks, Marguin (2000). Nor is it a matter, though, of adding more meanings and content than sexuality to the making of use values. For this leaves open to a large extent the systemic source of initial meanings and whether and how these are reproduced, transformed or set aside rather than simply supplemented. What Haug neglects, then, is that production and other moments in delivering commodities do not simply strain the bounds of the received notions of properties, they are also positively constitutive of consumer culture. 


This has been recognised in the circuit of culture approach to consumption, du Gay et al (1996). Correctly, it observes that the culture of commodities derives from different passing points in the passage to consumption. This can be deliberate as corporations, for example, launch not only (the images of) the commodities they produce but also themselves as ethical and civic agents, of science and progress, and, especially, the American way of life across a range of charitable and other interventions.
 This begins to suggest that the metaphor of circuit is inappropriate or incomplete in identifying the culture attached to commodities. For it conjures up the image of a game of Chinese whispers in which the meaning of the commodity is changed as it is passed from hand to hand in gaining access to the consumer. The idea of a cultural system around each commodity is better able to incorporate the structured movement in the meaning of consumption as social relations are formed, expressed and acted upon in the passage from production to consumption, and in reproduction.


As those familiar with earlier work will recognise, this is to complement an approach based on commodity-specific “systems of provision” with corresponding cultural systems. The fashion system creates clothes and culture in ways that are inextricably linked. But, in starting with the commodity, how well is the approach able to accommodate those non-commercial aspects of the culture of consumption, not least those actively practised by consumers themselves? Here it is important to reject the idea that consumption through commodities in some sense heavily reduces the potential cultural content of consumption – a point emphasised by postmodernism in its focus on the bewildered consumer. It is precisely because the commodity is flattened in its meaning as exchange value, that it is expressed in monetary terms, that it is capable of such flexibility – almost a blank cheque – in meaning as use value. When consumption is delivered other than through the market, it inevitably carries meaning through that mode of delivery (and the same remains true of market delivery where interpersonal connections are established) – home-cooking for example. But attempts can be made to appropriate such properties by commerce in some form of as good as home-made. Further, for example, whilst critics of consumer society deplore its single-minded hedonistic ethic, itself a possibility because of monetisation of consumption, the potential for ethically driven sustainable commodity consumption is also its consequence. 


In short, the richness and diversity of meaning that attaches to the consumed/consumer derives from the commodity form – it is able to express almost all social relations
 – although it necessarily imparts an influence of its own. It is commonplace to contrast the commodity with the gift in consumption (and otherwise), as if the one denudes society of the complexity offered by the other. But the world of commodities expands the world of gifts and the meanings that can be attached to them. Japan, for example, the society most famed for its culture of gift-giving, is the most successful capitalist commodity producer (of commodity gifts) in the twentieth century, Brumann (2000). This is not to suggest that consumer culture exhausts, reflects or explains all culture or, indeed, that it is the most prominent and influential source of culture. Thus, Wilska (2002) finds that Finnish consumers do not primarily create and maintain their personal identities through consumption. Further, the gendering of consumption, for example, is associated with motherhood, domestic responsibilities more generally, nation-building, emancipation, sex appeal and so on, none of which is primarily determined by let alone reducible to the culture of consumption. 


Third, though, how appropriately does commodity as starting point serve in an understanding of non-commercially-sourced consumption, something that is common even within advanced capitalist economies (through household provision, leisure, etc). Despite its removal from the immediate influence of the market, much of such consumption is determined by it, not least as consumers themselves internalise its impact. Cost-benefit comparisons are made with market provision (how much do I save/lose by relying upon own provision) and with the nature and quality of results (as good as you can get from the shops or better or authentic for being home-made).


The relationship between commodity and non-commodity provision shifts the location and meaning of consumption in complex ways as is recognised by reference to commodification (and de- and re-commodification). As capitalism cheapens commodities through  productivity increase, so it undermines the capacity of consumers to “compete”. But it can also raise incomes and leisure-time, cheapen the cost of consumer “inputs”, and widen the range of consumer activity. There is a dialectic between commodity and non-commodity consumption that does not allow the latter to float analytically free. Such is strikingly illustrated by the burgeoning literature on consumption and identity in transitional economies where the shift to embrace capitalist commodity production is part and parcel of more general material and cultural transformations.
 And the same applies to “westernisation” and how it is received in former colonies – as an assault on independent culture or as modernisation and elite distinction.
 Inevitably, such confrontation with commodities restructures the gendering of consumption, prodding masculinity for example either to emulate “female consumerism” or to seek to consolidate its supposedly traditional and national distinctiveness.
 As Karlin (2002, pp. 66/7) concludes of Japan at the beginning of the twentieth century:

The Japanese gentleman with his cosmopolitanism and stylistic promiscuity emerges in Meiji representations as the embodiment of superficiality and imitation. Such caricatures suggested that this image of feminized masculinity was somehow unauthentic and unnatural because it explored the performative and mobile categories of identity.

But the contradictory logic of commodity provision takes permanent root howsoever initial skirmishes are resolved in redefining cultural traditions. This is so not least, for example, in the restructuring of activity in and around the house – for food (decline of family meal, rise of takeaway and convenience foods), transport (private car versus public transport), entertainment (personal electronics) and so on.


Focus on the commodity as starting point necessarily questions why and how non-commodity consumption persists, and with what implications for the meaning and activity of the consumer.
 Thus, for example, the phenomenal rise of DIY in the UK in particular is a consequence of the relative advantages of owner-occupation, its associated capital-gains and the stretching of personal housing finance to achieve them, the poor and uncertain quality of casualised building work, the highly concentrated retail sector and its use of superstores, and the mass production of commodities to serve non-commodity home improvements.


Fourth, as has been emphasised, capitalist commodity production prodigiously expands and extends the scope of the material and cultural relations that it governs (and which govern it) despite, or even because of, its one-dimensional commercial imperative. But, necessarily, it cannot range historically to pre-capitalist societies other than in the more shadowy presence of the market form. Once again, the commodity as starting point is judicious albeit for different reasons and in different ways. Commodity consumption does not reduce to capitalist commodity production and the latter’s dependence on profitability is of at most marginal direct significance to the consumer. Consequently, the presence of markets in pre-capitalist societies induce characteristics from the perspective of consumption that are more developed and pronounced, and hence recognisable, in capitalist societies, including the projection of commodity meanings in consumption where the commodity is absent as discussed above. Payment, and gifts, in kind prevail across pre-capitalist and capitalist societies but are equally amenable in principle to commercial valuation. Contemporary consumption often prides itself on the exclusion of the commercial, not least in the “personal” (love, marriage, friendship and family) which are often more commercialised in pre-capitalist societies (and certainly so for slavery).


It is not appropriate to treat such consumption as if a market were present as in the economic and social history of mainstream economics for which rational choice and the costs and benefits of comparative advantage prevail in all circumstances.
 But the investigation of pre-capitalist consumption must start somewhere and, inevitably, it does so with categories of analysis drawn from present-day consumption. This ranges over, for pre-capitalist societies, the questionable divisions between production and consumption themselves (a peculiar product historically-speaking of capitalism’s divorce of the wage-labourer from possession of means of production and access to them and consumption through the market), the nature of the household, and the entirely different ways in which the material culture of consumption is generated through class, gender, power and conflict. Thus, when Bourdieu deploys “symbolic capital” to examine the display both of Louis XIV and, for example, elite bourgeois consumption, he is acutely aware of the need to attach each to entirely different historically-specific types of “habitus” and “field”, without rendering the Sun King as bourgeois-like nor vice-versa. But there is a telling, if not entirely satisfactory, extrapolation back from “capital” without thereby unduly pre-determining the content and meaning of pre-capitalist consumption, something that has to be reconstructed in the light, and not the image, of what has followed. Fortunately, as already emphasised more than once, the range of consumption practices and meanings associated with contemporary capitalism is rich and diverse if, inevitably, imperfectly so. Those with vision are better able to understand the plight of the blind than vice-versa, but the experience and consequences of blindness cannot be shared, only reconstructed in the vision of the as if (un)sighted.

4 The Approach Applied


The understanding of consumption and the consumer in terms of material systems of provision and cultural systems around specific commodities is the position from and not to which my own approach has evolved. Crewe (2000, p. 281) comments:

The importance of this approach is that it points to the possibility of  “a more balanced treatment of the relationship between production and consumption” (Leslie and Reimer, 1999: 402)”, one which also acknowledges the symbolic significance of commodities.

To some extent then, the approach has previously been recognised as such and has even been followed explicitly by others. Hansen (2000) understands the international provision of second-hand clothing to Zambia in these terms, how and where the clothes come from and the reworking of fashion systems, often bizarrely into local representations of identity. Lemire (1992 and 1997) deals in both first- and second-hand clothing around the UK industrial revolution, and suggests in her second study of the system of provision approach that, “no category of goods better illustrates this hypothesis than does dress”.  A similar view is to be found in the edited collection of Burman (1999) in the context of the sewing machine, for which the complex relationship between (de)commodification and fashionability is central. 

But Narotzky (1997, p. 102) finds the perspective wanting insofar as it does not address non-commodified consumption and its relationship to the commodified. Similarly, although otherwise supportive of the approach, Pennell (1999, p. 553/4) suggests, “Fine and Leopold leave unquestioned a further, related assumption; their analysis is dependent upon an understanding of consumed objects as always being commodities”. This is a reasonable observation of Fine and Leopold (1993) but the deficiency has been addressed, hopefully redressed, in the new edition through early chapters both on the commodity and on its false antithesis with the gift, and by discussion above. Even so, the original contribution reflects two, possibly implicit, stances, now made explicit: the heavy dependence of contemporary consumption (and study of it) upon (capitalist) commodity production and the need to understand the latter in comprehending the distinctiveness of non-commodity consumption.

Far more extensive than direct reference to the approach offered here are those studies that can be interpreted as having contributed to it, necessarily unwittingly and possibly unwillingly. From the cultural side, Appadurai’s (1997, p. 33) treatment of consumer society leads him to adopt a commodity-specific stance because of different genealogies and histories:

Multiple processual flows that underwrite any given conjuncture … [result in] the processes implied by history and genealogy creating multiple temporalities for any given practice. It further follows that in studying the consumption practices of distinct societies, we must be prepared to encounter a host of different histories and genealogies present at the same ‘moment’. Thus, in France, the consumption of perfume may, in 1880, be underpinned by one kind of history of bodily discipline and aesthetics, while the consumption of meat may respond to wholly other histories and genealogies.

Thus, for him, consumption is self-effacing, habituated and highly specific to the individual, “in all social contexts, [consumption] is centered around … the body [that] calls for disciplines that are repetitious, or at least periodic”, p. 24. As a result, “all socially organized forms of consumption seem to revolve around some combination of the following three patterns: interdiction, sumptuary law, and fashion”, p. 29, not least, in consumption as the pursuit of pleasure, the tensions between nostalgia and fantasy as opposed to fantasy and utility (as an interpretation of Campbell’s romantic ethic) and between individual desire and collective disciplines (as for Rojek). These are all thrown in, together with consumption as work in the household, and as the commodification of time (with reference to EP Thompson and the impact of industrialisation). As Moeran (1996, p. 284) perceptively observes of Appadurai, “like others in sociology and anthropology … he is concerned not so much with the way in which commodities form a system but with the meaning of different elements in the ‘cultural construction of value’”. Yet, Appadurai is drawn to commodity-specific analysis, as is Moeran himself for whom there are six types of value – use value (use however subjectively or socially constructed), technical (its physical or design properties), appreciative (aesthetic or cultural), and social (ethical, status, etc). These four are perceived as encapsulating Bourdieu’s social and cultural capital. They coalesce to form the two other kinds of exchange value – commodity and symbolic. With respect to critique of Appadurai, is this not a case of a fuller pot calling the kettle black? As far as conclusions are concerned, they do end up in the same commodity-specific pot, (emphasis added), p. 296:

It is, then, by taking account of these six types of value, by analysing how specific objects or commodities are given particular values over and above their material properties, that we can begin to understand consumption practices throughout the world.

Similarly, Carruthers and Babb (2000, p. 44) judge that the differences in the ways that meaning is attributed to commodities suffices to warrant a commodity-specific approach:

The kinds of meanings that get attached to commodities draw on a small set of recurrent themes: social status, attractiveness, gender, age, social relationships, ethnicity, group membership. These core meanings get deployed in different ways as they are connected to different commodities

Such commodity-specificity is necessarily notable of the highly diverse case-study literature. Rogers’ (1998) account of the Barbie doll constructs it as icon, as a collector’s item, as glocalisation (as Americanisation), the fortunes of corporate Mattel Inc, the tensions around race, class and gender, as deplored for stereotyping and praised for socialising, as experienced, remembered and socially and subjectively reconstructed. It is rooted in (doll) history, fantasy, bodies, intellectual property rights, disneyisation, the social reproduction of children, domestic production (of clothes for grandchildren), etc, and theming with 100 different Barbie dolls around three themes, hair, lifestyle, and glamour – each with corresponding accessories.
 But Barbie is only made possible through its dependence on the international division of (child and slave) labour, for which Roger provides telling insights, pp. 102-8.
 No less harrowing is the account by Bishop and Robinson (1998) of the Thai sex industry as an unacknowledged system of production, with attached cultural systems on both sides of the commercial divide, western tourist and eastern sex worker.
 Arce and Fisher (1999) examine how totally different narratives are attached to Bolivian coca and Tanzanian honey, as illegal drugs and fair trading, respectively, through the global chains of meanings and provision, albeit locally integrated.

Beng-Huat (2000) focuses on clothing as an illustration for “the ‘idea’ of consumption as a phenomenon. Visually it is ubiquitous and indubitable, but conceptually its ‘unity’ is highly problematic. Each item in the constantly expanding array of goods and services which modern urban individuals and households have to consume routinely in order to reproduced their daily life is surrounded by its own systems of production, distribution, marketing, procurement and, finally, consumption. Each of these systems is in turn constituted by its own multifaceted and segmental economies in an increasingly globalised capitalism”, p. 4. Equally, in the context of clothing, Jirousek (2000, p. 234) observes that, “a mass fashion system is a result of economic factors relating to the development of the textile industry … substantial means of production, an effective distribution system that includes the ability to disseminate rapidly changing fashion ideal, and a mass consumer public that has both the income and the social mobility to support such a system”. Crane (1999) demonstrates how the fashion system is no longer subject to trickle-up or down (if it ever were) because of its dependence upon multiple sourcing in supply and targeting in demand. As a result, elite fashion creates clothes that are not designed to be worn – relief all round
 – but to raise commercial publicity so that profit can be made both from segmented and mass markets.

For the rise of yuppie (reimagined specialty) coffees and the reimagination of class in the United States, Roseberry (1996, p. 763) traces the material and cultural systems involved to conclude:

Proper understanding of the proliferation of specialty coffees requires consideration of the experiences and choices of the consumer in the coffee shop and at the dinner table, but it also requires consideration of the methods, networks, and relations of coffee production, processing and distribution, and sale in the 1980s, as well as placement of those methods, networks, and relations within a wider history.

Auslander's (1996a) study of French furniture is exemplary in allowing for, p. 33:

a dialectic between analysis of stylistic change, on the one hand, and of political and economic changes, on the other. The specific use of materials, the historical repertoire of forms, and the products of distance culture emerged out of a set of perpetual dialogues between the culture of production, the system of distribution, and the culture of the court.

In her study of the sewing machine, Coffin (1994, p. 751) admits:

I deliberately bring together subjects that are usually treated separately: family incomes and credit payment, construction of femininity and methods of marketing, and advertising, sexology, and models of the female body.

Miles (1998) is one amongst many who follows the need to concretise general or abstract features of features of consumerism through specific commodities, as is the case with the even grander approach of Roche (2000/1997). Further, the attempt to address horizontal factors such as gendering, can also be interpreted as needing to descend to systems of provision as in Mort’s (1996 and 1997) study of clothing and masculinity (although he is explicitly concerned about leakage across systems of provision). Yet the weight of consumption studies as a whole is to reject universal and oversimplified assumptions concerning consumption, decoration and the mundane chores of women. Further, in recognising variation across time, product and space, de Grazia (1996, p. 3) concludes:

To make sense of the accretion of sexual meanings and gender identities around practices of consumption the authors could not be wedded to any single definition of the polymorphous term consumption.

For Auslander (1996a, p. 277):

All acts of consumption were also acts of production, but some modes of consumption were defined as almost exclusively masculine. This gendering of forms of consumption was not stable across the century, however, nor were the boundaries between the masculine and the feminine impermeable at any given moment.

This is an appropriate conclusion to draw from a historical study of French furniture; it should provide a lesson for future studies. 

5 The Politics of Consumption and the Consumption of Politics

Under contemporary capitalism, the construction of the politics of consumption tends to be subject to severe limitations as a result of the following aspects. First and foremost is the absence of social stratification, whether by class, gender or race, etc, except as an afterthought, not least because we are all equally consumers (although some are more equal than others). Second, the politics of commodity consumption begins with individual as opposed to collective perspectives. Putting these two aspects together, consumer politics is about everyone. Third, it lacks ambition in depth and scope of targeted social change, essentially seeking to correct some form of market imperfection. Fourth, consumption is often falsely counterposed to production, failing to recognise the heavy weight of consumption that is required by production.
 Fifth, the politics of consumption through the citizen-consumer serves as the counterpart to the voter-citizen with elected government reflecting political preferences just as the market reflects consumer preferences. 


Each of these features derives from commodity fetishism and its associated organisation and perception of economic and political life. These limitations govern how the politics of consumption is liable to be taken forward, not whether it is at all although this is by no means guaranteed. As has been seen, the culture of consumption is extremely complex and diverse in origin and content. The key issue in whether and how it is engaged politically depends on how consumption and the consumer is explicitly attached to the structures, relations and processes of provision. Thus, for example, consumers are often exhorted to promote the domestic economy (and favour protection). Little needs to be revealed, and acted upon, other than country of origin of production. In principle, if in a different way and with different content, the same applies to campaigns against over-exploited labour, environmental degradation and so on. In short, the politics of consumption depends upon how and how far it is removed from consumption itself.


It follows that there is tension in the politics of consumption between containing its content to the practices of consumption and extending it to questions of provision, power and conflict.
 This is why collective or public consumption appears to be so limited (not least in the literature which has been primarily about private and individual consumption). For pursuit of collective provision, almost inevitably through the state, has been perceived and pursued politically other than as consumption, the more so the more it is attained. It becomes the welfare state, with entirely separate sets of practices, structures and ethos. 


That is until recently with the increasing (re)commodification of welfare and with privatisation more generally. It has been commonplace to observe how the languages and practices of the market have been adopted for (welfare) provision even where the market is at most immanent.
 For this to succeed, the politics of consumption must be contained within narrow confines not least, most notably, in the substitution of Third Wayism for socialism/Labourism. This is associated with a change in the nature of politics itself, that it should become more consumed than practised, a matter of choice over policies delivered by politicians to consumer-citizens who are, other than voting, little more active than in their weekly trip to the shopping mall.
 In short, the contemporary rise of consumerist politics reflects a politicisation of consumption and the consumerisation of politics. 

Footnotes

* This paper draws heavily upon Fine (2002) but arguments have been abbreviated, amended, and added to, with some bias towards incorporating more recent literature. 
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� For a critical appraisal of such individualism from within economics, see Davis (2003). He usefully draws the distinction between the social science critique (individual preferences are conditioned externally) and the postmodern critique (they are internally generated).


� Gary Becker is the leading economist seeking to understand all aspects of human behaviour in terms of the “economic approach”. See Becker (1996) and Febrero and Schwartz (eds) (1995) and Fine (1997) for a critique in the context of consumption.


� Barry (2002) cleverly makes the argument that the case for consumer sovereignty (and for voter power over government) is no stronger than for the power of capitalist producers over government (and consumers).


� See Cullenberg et al (eds) (2001) for an account of economics and postmodernism that is the exception rather than the rule, its protests to the contrary. 


� See Miller (2001) and Wilk (2001) for relationship between (affluent) consumption and morality.


� This initially started off with only four. I have added two of my own, and Mica Nava has suggested the further addition of conformity – as in keeping up with the Jones’ for example, although convention through emulation must be paired with the search for distinction. Following a presentation by Alan Warde, it is worth emphasising that consumption is also based on multiple Practices. This is, however,  to violate the C-rule and a halt has to be called somewhere. But consumption and identity are heavily bound to the practices of material and cultural provision – from mother’s cooking to the meaning of vegetarianism for example.


� See Kates and Belk (2001) on the meaning of gay festivals whether to participants or not.


� Thereby adding further complications to the understanding of (consumption aspects of) poverty and freedom, see Cameron and Gasper (eds) (2000).


� Halkier (2001) uses the more tempered term, “ambivalence”, in studying the consumption of “risky” foods.


� See Fine (1998) for an account of eating disorders in these terms.


� Binkley (2003), for example, suggests that reflexive consumption (“deeply meaningful expressions of identity and selfhood”, p. 309) is not new but is more widespread and arises in new forms due to flec-spec production. Similarly, Jansson (2002) argues that production of culture has been commercialised and production of commodities has been culturalised. This is seen as a result of Fordism’s displacement by post-Fordism, with flexible attached to reflexive accumulation. 


� See especially the work of Scranton (1998 and 1999).


� For further discussion, see Fine and Leopold (1993, Chapters 18 and 19) and, especially in the context of foods, Fine et al (1996, Chapter 11). For de Grazia (1996, p. 152), there is "no uniform pattern across classes for Mr. Breadwinner and Mrs. Consumer". For contrasting outcomes in terms of the transparency of class in consumption, see Wight (1993) for the working class in the context of unemployment and, for Johnson (1988, p. 42):





It is always possible to identify complex status hierarchies in any society, but it is not always the case that these run counter to more fundamental class divisions. In late-Victorian and Edwardian Britain, however, the immediacy of the status divisions of all levels of working-class society, and the precarious nature of most families' income and social respectability, acted as a barrier to the development of a more cohesive working class outlook. This was not false consciousness, it was real life.


� Interestingly, recent translation of Baudrillard's (1998) earlier work reveals that he had yet to have broken with a heavy, if simplistic dose, of economic determinism as monopoly capitalism is seen as homogenising people and products, thereby creating a cult of differentiation, p. 89/90. Moreover, the view from this perspective that only the idea, and not the fulfilment, of consumption has been created becomes very different within a postmodernist framework in which the economic determinism has fallen away, and only subjective notions of consumption remain. 


� It  has been popular to discuss such commodity fetishism in terms of lack of knowledge of the consumed by virtue of increasing “distance” from production. However true this might be in strictly spatial terms, it is questionable insofar as direct connection to producer does not necessarily guarantee more knowledge of the product (as opposed to different). On a scale of more or less, if valid, today’s school child may know more about distance commodities than their counterparts and adults of yesteryear (through education and other sources of knowledge). In short, different and different sources rather than less.


� Of course, eating, washing and wearing have shifting content and meaning.


� Unfortunately, they incorrectly continue, “But for Marx, this additional complexity applied only to commodities in a capitalist society”. This is asserted despite Marx’s analysis of commodity fetishism preceding any discussion of capital in Volume I of Capital, in his initial dissection of the anatomy of the commodity in general.


� Thus, for Wilk (2001, p. 248):





Commodity fetishism leads us into disregarding what people have to say about their own consumption. Ultimately it proposes that most desires for goods within a capitalist society are in some sense false.


� As a result, Burke’s claim that “Marx felt that fetishism was particular to capitalism” is incomprehensible unless this be confined to wage labour and commodity fetishism. Burke (1998) seems more favourably inclined to Marx and in studying commodity rumours adopts an approach consistent to that developed here, p. 263/4:





The pathways by which innovation and newness enter the world of commodities, the origins of goods, the process of their manufacture, the intentions and outlook of their makers, the manner of their distribution. Rumors indirectly ask: where does this thing come from? How is it made? Why do they want me to buy it? Who are “they”, anyway? 


� See especially Leach (1993). Note that Leach suggests that despite corporate manipulation of the consumer, the general strategy is to disassociate consumption from the wheels of commerce and production in particular. But this is not universal as Crawford (2003), for example, demonstrates for advertising in Australia between 1900 and 1960 where images of factories were deployed to represent industrial development and to appeal to national identity.


� See Dean and Jones (2003) for some critical commentary on the notion of circuits of culture in the context of women’s participation in the making of film and television.


� The exceptions are the invaluable, inalienable or sacrosanct, what money cannot buy, although attempts will still be made to sell them. 


� See, for example, Patico (2002) on gifts of chocolate and cognac to professionals in Post-Soviet Russia, with money carrying the stigma of bribery. See also other contributions in the same special issue of Ethnos.


� See Goh (2003) on advertising in Singapore.


� See Greenfield et al (1999) on the “heroic masculinity” of Men Only, first published in Britain in 1935 and interpreted as an attempt to define the male as opposed to the female consumer. Contrast this with the current redefinition of masculinity (and consumption) through the likes of Beckham.


� See Hoynes (2003) for an account of how the prestige of public broadcasting in the United States, based on a non-commercial ethos of public service and quality, has been targeted by the private sector that offers revenue in return for use of the “public service logo”.


� See de Vries (1993) and Voth (1998) for example.


� In 1986, Mattel claimed Barbie’s wardrobe had made it the world’s largest producer of women’s wear, p. 87, and the most popular toy in history, p. 88. Barbie demonstrates the two rules of toy making: nothing is forever - except for Barbie. But she needs freshening up, p. 88. On toys, see Cross (1997) and Kline (1998) who observe the switch from toys as preparation for work to toys as entertainment with strong links to TV, Disney, etc and multi-million dollar business.


� Apart from labour, the material content of Barbie is highly dependent upon the pliability, and yet solidity, of plastic, on which see Meikle (1995). He establishes that plastic is the ideal raw material for capitalist production and consumption as a result of these properties. But it can only reflect, not create, social characteristics – just like money, with the two interestingly meeting up nicely with one another in our flexible friend, the credit card. For plastic in the construction of domesticity, see Clarke, A. (1999). For an attempt to draw out the meaning of clothes from their physical form alone, see Barnes and Eicher (1992).


� See also Wonders and Michalowski (2001).


� Purdy (1998, p. 74) cites Ambrose Bierce, The Devil’s Dictionary, “Fashion – a despot whom the wise ridicule and obey”.


� For Auslander (1996b, p. 101):





To adequately explain the gendering of consumer practices in the nineteenth century one must ultimately locate that process within the dynamics of making nation and state and of capitalist expansion in the post-revolutionary era … and the political and social … of everyday life, including the acquisition, use and disposal of goods.


See also Walton (1992) on French furnishing.


� See also Coffin (1996).


� See Hobson (2002) for this in the context of sustainable consumption tending to be about what consumers do (too little too late) rather than what producers do (also finding that consumers are more concerned with social justice for others than a new sustainable lifestyle for themselves).


� In this light, not surprisingly, those who participate in consumer politics are also more active in other political activity, Hyman and Shingler (1999).


� As indicated by the limited politics associated with owner-occupation of housing as a form of empowerment, Dávila (2003) and Rowlands and Gurney (2000).


� See Harris (1999) for example. This is especially so for health where the literature variously points to the way in which consumption, lifestyle, identity, consumption and the market have all been rounded up together, Doel and Segroll (2003), Crinson (1998) and McLean (2000).


� For this in the context of the top-down consumer-citizenship of the nationless European Union, see Burgess (2001) and Cronin (2002).
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