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Introduction

There is now a huge corpus of work on consumption, but it still lacks theoretical consolidation. This is most obvious when contemplating the situations of different disciplines, where there is very little common ground (see, for example, the review in Miller, 1995). Our current project,
 and other work at CRIC, is exploring the applicability of theories of practice to the topic of consumption.

The importance of theories of practice for most of their adherents is that they start from distinctive presuppositions which explain not on the basis of individual decision making, as with rational action theory, nor on the basis of functioning systems (where the operation of the society or the organization accounts for the behaviour of its members). Instead, analysis begins from understanding the history and development of the practice itself, the internal differentiation of roles and positions within practices, with the consequences for people of being positioned when participating. 

A brief account of a theory of practice

Reckwitz (2002: 243) detects a renewal of interest in theories of practice. He also finds, however, many varieties: he and Schatzki (1996: 11) list Giddens, Bourdieu, Lyotard, Charles Taylor among the key exponents. Given their differences, no authoritative or synthetic version is available. Hence attempts to isolate features common to all produces a comparatively sparse and abstract list of distinctive characteristics (for attempts see Schatzki et al 2001:  1-5; Reckwitz 2002). Among the attractions of theories of practice for Schatzki is that they are neither individualist nor holist. Instead they ‘present pluralistic and flexible pictures of the constitution of social life that generally oppose hypostatized unities, root order in local contexts, and/or successfully accommodate complexities, differences and particularities’ (1996:12). They are thus consistent with many of the claims of critical contemporary social theories and provide a means to recognise ontological features of the postmodern without succumbing to epistemological relativism. His basic insight is that ‘both social order and individuality … result from practices‘ (1996:13). For Reckwitz (2002: 245-6) the appeal is that they incorporate an appreciation of cultural phenomena which justifies rejection of analyses based on models of either homo economicus or homo sociologicus. Acting rationally and following norms presuppose in addition understanding and intelligibility which are necessary cultural bases for the existence of practices and which are highlighted through attention to practices. A summary version of the core concepts and key minimal propositions involved in a theory of practice selected partly for their relevance to a sociology of consumption follows.

There is a distinction to be made between practice and practices. This is summed up concisely by Reckwitz (2002: 249):

Practice (Praxis) in the singular represents merely an emphatic term to describe the whole of human action (in contrast to “theory” and mere thinking). “Practices” in the sense of the theory of social practices, however, is something else. A “practice” (Praktik) is a routinised type of behaviour which consists of several elements, interconnected to one another: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, “things” and their use, a background knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states of emotion and motivational knowledge. 

Sociologists of practice have shown interest in both. 

Schatzki identifies two central notions of practice, practice as a coordinated entity and practice as performance.  The first notion is of 

practice as a temporally unfolding and spatially dispersed nexus of doings and sayings. Examples are cooking practices, voting practices, industrial practices, recreational practices, and correctional practices. To say that the doings and sayings forming a practice constitute a nexus is to say that they are linked in certain ways. Three major avenues of linkage are involved: (1) through understandings, for example, of what to say and do; (2) through explicit rules, principles, precepts and instructions; and (3) through what I will call “teleoaffective” structures embracing ends, projects, tasks, purposes, beliefs, emotions and moods. (1996: 89)

Important to note here is that practices consist of both doing and sayings, suggesting that analysis must be concerned with both practical activity and its representations. Moreover we are given a helpful depiction of the components which form a ‘nexus’, the means through which doings and sayings hang together and can be said to be coordinated. For a variety of reasons, including ease of reference, I refer to these three components as (1) understandings (2) procedures and (3) engagements. 

The second sense, practice as performance, refers to the carrying out of practices, the performing of the doings and sayings which ‘actualizes and sustains practices in the sense of nexuses’ (Schatzki, 1996: 90). The reproduction of the nexus requires regular enactment. As Reckwitz (2002: 249-50) puts it: 

a practice represents a pattern which can be filled out by a multitude of single and often unique actions reproducing the practice …. The single individual - as a bodily and mental agent - then acts as the “carrier” (Trager) of a practice - and, in fact, of many different practices which need not be coordinated with one another.  Thus, she or he is not only a carrier of patterns of bodily behaviour, but also of certain routinized ways of understanding, knowing how and desiring. These conventionalized “mental” activities of understanding, knowing how and desiring are necessary elements and qualities of a practice in which the single individual participates, not qualities of the individual. 

Practices are thus coordinated entities but also require performance for their existence. A performance presupposes a practice, and practice presupposes performances. 

Schatzki indicates the broad scope of the concept when drawing a distinction between dispersed practices and integrative practices. ‘Dispersed practices’ (1996: 91-2) appear in many sectors of social life, examples being describing, following rules, explaining and imagining.  Their performance primarily requires understanding; an explanation, for instance, entails understanding of how to carry out an appropriate act of ‘explaining’, an ability to identify explaining when doing it oneself or when someone else does it, and an ability to prompt or respond to an explanation. 

‘Integrative practices’ are ‘the more complex practices found in and constitutive of particular domains of social life’ (1996: 98). Examples include farming practices, cooking practices and business practices. These include, sometimes in specialised forms, dispersed practices, which are part of the components of saying and doing which allow the understanding of, say, cooking practice, along with the ability to follow the rules governing the practice and its particular ‘teleoaffective structure’. These are ones which are generally of more interest for a sociology of consumption.

In summary, in the words of Reckwitz (2002: 250):

A practice is thus a routinized way in which bodies are moved, objects are handled, subjects are treated, things are described and the world is understood. To say that practices are “social practices” is indeed a tautology: A practice is social, as it is a “type” of behaving and understanding that appears at different locales and at different points of time and is carried out by different body/minds. 

So, practice theories take practices as the basic components of social existence and therefore the primary focus of social analysis. Practices precede individuals, historically and logically. All activity or action should be understood as component parts of the multiplicity of practices that constitute the repertoires of social life. 

Any established practice is a collective and historic achievement. Practices are developed over time by groups of practitioners who are engaged in that practice. In general, as an integrated practice begins to diffuse, institutions emerge to make it more widely known, to teach novices, to improve performance, to promote and legitimate it and its virtues. In modern societies this institutionalisation is very pronounced and occurs through formal vehicles like practitioner organizations and training schools, but also through informal means like listening to mass media and personal conversation. This is true of cooking, voting and sports. Practices are nurtured and protected, becoming collective properties based on shared understandings, know how and standards, a fact particularly well described by Macintyre (1985: 190, 193-4).

From the point of view of research, we might note some of the potential merits of a theory of practice. It is not dependent on presumptions about the primacy of individual choice, whether of the rational action type or of expression of personal identity. It starts from somewhere other than the individual and does not presume the primacy of individual action. As Schatzki insists, practice theories are neither individualist nor holist; they portray social organization as something other than individuals making contracts, yet are not dependent on a holistic notion of culture or societal totality. Practice theories comprehend non-instrumentalist notions of conduct, both observing the role of routine on the one hand, and emotion, embodiment and desire on the other. Social ordering occurs within practices. Hence, the practice approach does not give ‘culture’ more than its due – the embodied, socially structured institutions which provide the parameters of the domains of action, and the location of social groups in social space, keep the social and the cultural in the frame together.
  

Implications for the analysis of consumption
Practices, which are logically and ontologically prior to action, steer consumption. Most practices, and probably all integrative practices, require and entail consumption. I understand consumption as a process whereby agents engage in appropriation, whether for utilitarian, expressive or contemplative purposes, of goods, services, performances, information or ambience, whether purchased or not, over which the agent has some degree of discretion. Consumption cannot be reduced to demand, requiring instead its examination as an integral part of most spheres of daily life (see Harvey et al, 2001).

Items appropriated and the manner of their deployment are governed by the conventions of practices. This is consistent with Alfred Marshall’s claim (see Swann, 2002: 30) that activity generates wants, rather than vice versa. Practices, rather than individual desires, we might say, create wants. For example, the paraphernalia of the soccer supporter – team shirts, match tickets, newspaper reports, memorabilia, etc. – are more directly the consequence of engagement in the practice of supporting a football team than they are of individual taste or choice. It is the fact of engagement in the practice, rather than any personal decision about a course of conduct, that explains the nature and process of consumption.

Practices steer the process of consumption. They steer the manner of appropriation of items, the processes of learning about, identifying, appreciating and putting to use; they identify which items are to be preferred, and also often which suppliers be preferred; and they prescribe modes of enjoyment. Becker’s (1963) account of becoming a marijuana user, a classic observation of the detail of the stages whereby a novice might learn how to find, use and appreciate a commodity as a part of immersion in a practice, is an apposite demonstration. Practices require that some things be done effectively, in accordance with their own prevailing standards. This might sometimes mean ‘properly’, for instance in accordance with the dictates of etiquette and ritual; or it might be done efficiently; or it might be done effortlessly, as in a performance which is stylish and accomplished. Conduct is also, it should be noted, conditioned and judged by conventions which apply differently depending upon the relative positions of agents within that practice.

Consumption is not itself a practice but is, rather, a moment in almost every practice.
 Appropriation occurs within practices. Nevertheless, some practices are heavily loaded towards appropriation and demolition and there the consumption moment looms particularly large. 

Social practices do not present uniform planes upon which agents participate in identical ways but are instead internally differentiated on many dimensions. Considered simply, from the point of view of the individual person, the way of cooking, say, will depend on experience, technical skill, learning, opportunity, available resources, encouragement by others, etc.  From the point of view of the practice as a whole, we can think of a dedicated and specialised domain comprising many different competencies and capabilities. 

It is worth considering that – understandings, procedures and engagements – the three key components of the nexus identified by Schatzki as linking doings and sayings in order to constitute a practice, may vary independently of one another between groups of participants. For it is highly likely that - without flouting the condition that the elements constitute a linked nexus - agents vary in their understandings, skills and goals and that the relationship between these three components also varies. It is probable that people learn each in different ways suggesting we might profitably examine in detail how understandings, procedures and values of engagement are each acquired and then adapted to performances. 

Practices as entities have a trajectory or path of development, a history. Moreover, that history will be differentiated, for the substantive forms that practices take will always be conditional upon the institutional arrangements characteristic of time, space and social context, for example of household organisation and dominant modes of economic exchange. ‘Why do people do what they do, and how they do those things in the way that they do?’ are perhaps the key sociological questions concerning practices the answers to which will necessarily be historical and institutional. This is to acknowledge the social construction of practices, the role of collective learning in the construal of competence, and the importance of the exercise of power in the shaping of definitions of justifiable conduct. Consumption has a role in such trajectories, since the modes and contents of appropriation of goods and services are integral elements of a practice.

Reckwitz notes that in theories of practice ‘the social world is first and foremost populated by diverse social practices which are carried by agents.’ He continues,

As carriers of practices, they [agents] are neither autonomous nor the judgmental dopes who conform to norms: They understand the world and themselves, and use know-how and motivational knowledge, according to the particular practice. There is a very precise place for the “individual” - as distinguished from the agent ...: As there are diverse social practices and as every agent carries out a multitude of different social practices, the individual is the unique crossing point of practices, of bodily-mental routines. (2002: 256)

This view, while minimising the analytic importance of individuality, does not prohibit the description and characterisation of the consumption behaviour of a single individual. An individual’s pattern of consumption is the sum of the moments of consumption which occur in the totality of his or her practices. If the individual is merely the intersection point of many practices, and practices are the bedrock of consumption, then a new perspective on consumer behaviour emerges. New explanations of contemporary identities and the role of consumption in identity formation suggest themselves. 

The approach summarised

To sum up, in this view, consumption occurs within and for the sake of practices. Items consumed are put to use in the course of engaging in particular practices (eg eating, travelling, tennis) and being a competent practitioner requires appropriate consumption of goods and services. The practice, so to speak, requires that competent practioners will avail themselves of the requisite services, possess the appropriate tools, and devote a suitable level of attention to the conduct of the practice. This is, of course, in addition to exhibiting common understanding, know-how, and commitment to the value of the practice.  Such a view is consistent with an approach to consumption which stresses the routine, ordinary, collective, conventional nature of much consumption (see Gronow & Warde, 2001). It is also consistent with the view that practices are internally differentiated such that persons in different situations do the same activity differently (see Bourdieu, 1984). The implications for pursuing a sociology of consumption are many, but here I will restrict myself to a few summary and programmatic observations about method.

The approach offers a distinctive perspective, attending less to individual choices and more to the collective development of modes of appropriate conduct in everyday life. The analytic focus shifts from the insatiable wants of the human animal to the instituted conventions of collective culture, from personal expression to social competence, from mildly constrained choice to disciplined participation. From this angle the concept of ‘the consumer’, a figure who has bewitched political and social scientists as well as economists, evaporates. Instead the key focal points become the organisation of the practice and the moments of consumption enjoined.  Persons confront moments of consumption neither as sovereign choosers nor as dupes. 

Theories of practice comprehend some of the local, disarticulated and compartmentalised features of the contemporary social world identified in diagnoses of the postmodern condition, but without relinquishing analytic ambition. Consumption is not a unified and coherent activity, nor is it per se an integrated practice. Rather it is partitioned through its boundedness within practices. Social differentiation is portrayed in new ways. Variation in behaviour is not solely a function of socio-demographic stratification, relevant though that remains, nor simply a matter of the differential distribution of attitudes, interpretations and motivations. Contrasting understandings, levels of practical competence, and degrees of involvement generate behavioural variation. And the question of which practices people become involved in rises to greater prominence, for the practices convey different levels of internal and external rewards. The question of hierarchies of practices, previously debated in terms of whether some activities are intrinsically superior to others, becomes an empirical question of which specific internal and external benefits accrue to people in particular positions within identified practices. 

Implications for social scientific analysis

A turn to practice alters the importance of the type of research questions to be asked. It becomes more important to ask what types of practice are prevalent, and what range of the available practices do different individuals engage in, as well as what are the typical combinations of practices. It remains as vital as ever to ask how are individuals positioned in the practices in which they are engaged, and especially how similar (homologous) are their positions across the range of their practices. But, more than ever before, the question ‘what level of commitment is displayed to different practices?’ becomes focal. A thorough analysis will also ask how practices develop, considering both their internal dynamics and the external conditions of their existence, especially with regard to changing criteria of effectiveness and excellence. There must also be concern for how ‘careers’ within practices take off and develop, and how people come to an understanding of what is required by the practice and their role within it. This range of research questions suggests a parallel need for breadth in method and techniques of interpretation which are equally conditions for the development of a programme of research inspired by theories of practice.

The empirical programme for this exercise might be summarised thus:

1) what types of practice are prevalent, what range of available practices do different individuals engage in and, especially, what are the typical combinations of practices?

2) how are individuals positioned in the practices in which they are engaged, and especially how similar (homologous) are their positions across the range of their practices?

3) what level of commitment is displayed to different practices?

These questions can be answered in greater part using existing survey data. However, a thorough analysis of consumption from the point of view of a theory of practice has to ask other questions too - about the development and nature of the practices themselves, and how they have developed over time.  This raises an additional set of questions, including the following:

4) how do ‘careers’ within practices take off and develop, and how do people come to an understanding of what is required by the practice and their role within it?

5) how do practices develop, historically, considering both their internal dynamics and the external conditions of their existence, especially with regard to changing criteria of effectiveness and excellence?

6) what is the status among populations of particular practices?

These are questions requiring rather different modes of investigation. If agents are simply the bearers of the practice, and the practice is the fundamental entity which requires understanding, then historical and relational analysis of the changing contours of the practice and its manner of inserting agents within it is the prior explanatory matter.

One element of an analysis of the role of consumption in practices is to see how much financial resource and time resource people are prepared to devote to a practice, and how that might change over time. The project that CRIC is pursuing under the Cultures of Consumption Programme will deploy secondary analysis of time budget and expenditure surveys to explore the extent of recruitment and commitment of individuals to several particular practices, including eating and reading, through their investment of time and money in those practices, in several countries in the final third of the 20th century. The element of change over time is likely to indicate the spread of commodification within particular practices (as more money and less time are spent), the raised status of activities (as more money and time is allocated), the break points or take-off points of the popularisation of practices which entail new forms of consumption (fashion clothes, eating out, buying books, etc.).  This will not, of course, in itself deliver a closely textured and comprehensive account of any of the specific practices under investigation. It will provide only an account of the temporal and material parameters of contemporary practice, a necessary account nevertheless of the framing conditions of performance and a stepping stone to more thorough future studies.

It might be anticipated that an approach from the point of view of a theory of practice will offer new insights into some of the conundrums of consumer culture and its relationship to market demand. Questions about the ratcheting upward of the volume of commodities in circulation and the ways in which people handle the consequent opportunities for the reorganization of their lives appear in a different light.  The apparent contradiction between greater opulence and stable measures of well being and happiness is partly explained by the indirect relevance of what is purchased to the context of social acceptability and recognition. Reasons for some people adopting new items before others may be found in their location within particular practices – as enthusiasts or competitors – rather than in some psychologistic inclination towards neophilia. Also it suggests new ways of intervening to change people’s behaviour, with less emphasis on personal education or ethical conversion and more on reviewing the conditions and infrastructures of particular practices. So while we are not yet able to articulate fully the consequences of our approach, we hope that there are sufficient glimmers of new insight to justify the systematic application of our theoretical conjectures. 
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� ‘The diffusion of consumer culture: a comparative analysis’ is funded by ESRC-AHRB under the Cultures of Consumption Programme. My colleagues on the project are Shu-Li Cheng, Dr Wendy Olsen and Dr Dale Southerton. 


� For Reckwitz (2002: 245-6), it is the appreciation of the importance of understanding as a foundation of practice which is the reason for deeming these theories ‘culturalist’ and thereby superior to model of homo economicus or homo sociologicus.





� Consumption might perhaps be considered a dispersed practice, one that occurs often and on many different sites, but is not an integrated practice. People mostly consume without registering or reflecting that that is what they are doing because they are, from their point of view, actually doing things like eating, driving or playing. They only rarely understand their behaviour as ‘consuming’; though, the more the notion and discourse of ‘the consumer’ penetrates, the more often do people speak of themselves as consuming. However, such utterances are usually references to purchasing and shopping. Shopping, by contrast, is an integrated practice, with understandings, know how and teleo-affective structures. People say they like or hate shopping (and the latter often take steps to avoid it). But consumption is inescapable, momentary and occurs often entirely without mind. 
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