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EVERYDAY
EXPERIENCES
OF MASS

ONE | CONSUMPTION

This book is about people and their money. We ask what money means to
people and what role it plays in their everyday lives. We consider how people
spend or save their money, what they buy and why, whether they talk about
money and to whom, what they think of consumerism, credit cards, shopping
and people’s feelings about changes in consumption. It is often said that we live
in an age of consumerism — what does this mean for people’s everyday experi-
ence and sense of identity?

When we began this project, we received several kinds of reactions from our
colleagues and friends. The first reaction was that we had picked a trivial and
uninteresting subject. How could there be anything significant in the inanimate
objects people filled their houses with, or the fact that we now use credit cards
instead of cash? Surely getting into debt is simply a matter of not having enough
money, going shopping a matter of personal taste and fashion, talking about
money just a form of social chit chat? We would respond in two ways. First, the
study of the (apparently) trivial is not in itself trivial, for while our everyday lives
consist in just such a series of experiences — chatting to our friends, watching
television, cooking a meal, going shopping - it is through such activities people
produce and reproduce significant social divisions such as those of gender or
class and significant economic structures such as those of the credit system or the
leisure industry. Secondly, as social science has long argued, social patterns
which appear trivial and obvious are revealed to be complex and multifaceted on
further analysis. We hope to show, for example, how people’s relations to inani-
mate objects provide a context for their relations with other people, how credit
cards and cash have different implications for control over one’s finances and
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hence for what we buy and why, how getting into debt is a matter of attitudes
and values as well as income and outgoings, and so on. Despite the apparent
naturalness and normality of our everyday lives, it is not in fact obvious why a
washing machine has become a necessity, why, for many, borrowing — legal and
routine — is seen as a source of shame, why driving down the motorway to the
shopping mall is a great way to spend a Saturday morning, why well-washed,
second-hand clothes are seen as dirty, or why we feel truly individual when
selecting the latest fashions from the chain store.

The second reaction we received about our project was that we had chosen
the most important subject for our times. Surely more couples argue about and
separate over money than anything else, and it is a greater taboo to ask about
someone’s income or debts than to ask them about sex. Many believe that
consumption has become our major leisure activity, that dreaming about, plan-
ning and shopping for goods and then arranging them in our homes, is a
supreme source of pleasure. From this it follows that goods no longer enable
us to do something else but rather provide satisfaction simply by our possessing
them. Moreover, one can argue that people cannot create authentic identities
and relationships when social relations are modelled on material systems of
exchange, dominated by the balancing of giving and taking, by the signalling of
social worth through material possessions, and by the investment of personal
meanings in inanimate objects. If goods symbolize social status, it is the practices
which constitute social relations that give them their social meaning. If money
problems dominate private arguments, then it is the way we as a society organize
private relationships and domestic space which gives these problems their
potency. However, these everyday practices may be liberating as well as deter-
mining, for not only may they reinforce and reconstitute social inequalities and
economic pressures, but they may also provide spaces in which alternative,
oppositional or local meanings may be negotiated.

The third kind of reaction we received to our proposed project was that the
way people handled their money was becoming a social problem. A study of
mass consumption was seen to address concrete, practical problems facing
society which require exploration and, perhaps, resolution. The 1980s saw a
boom in house prices, in the use of consumer credit, in personal borrowing and
debt, in the availability of consumer goods, in advertising, and so forth. Yet we
still know very little of the impact these changes have had on people’s lives. Nor
do we understand the role, if any, that everyday practices have played in bring-
ing about such changes. Consequently, we cannot yet judge whether, for whom,
and according to what criteria, such economic changes should be seen as advan-
tageous or problematic, nor can we make wholly satisfactory recommendations
about how, for example, the credit system should be regulated or debt advice
provision be targeted.

Finally, some asked what everyday economic experience had to do with social
psychologists — surely economic phenomena are for economists to study.
Another version of this argument is that economic phenomena concern the
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facts — what people actually do — rather than people’s accounts, beliefs and
explanations about what they do, which are what social psychologists usually
study. If only it were so simple: in relation to personal finances especially, we
have very little access to what people do except through their reports, and
reported actions are embedded in belief systems. It has proved extremely
difficult to discover how money is managed within the domestic sphere, between
husbands and wives or parents and children (Pahl, 1989). Summary statistics
issued by building societies or credit card companies are inadequate to tell
us by whom, for what purposes and how everyday economic transactions are
conducted. They certainly do not tell us what such transactions mean, and
yet such nebulous terms as consumer satisfaction, confidence or normative
expectation are used to explain and predict, in so far as they are predictable in
this way, such recent economic ‘facts’ as the consumer boom, adaptation
to new technologies or the dramatic growth in personal debt. Finding out what
people really do is complexly tied up with how people understand and report
their practices.

It is becoming a truism in the social sciences that the economic, social,
psychological and historical are all intricately bound up together. This is not
simply a fashionable claim for interdisciplinary studies, but rather a basic
research orientation according to which we assume — and try to show - that, for
example, family relations or domestic habits or generational differences are all
affected by the economic context not just of the individual or family but also of
the wider society. Thus people’s everyday lives depend both on their income and
outgoings and on the economic processes of inflation, credit regulation, advertis-
ing, pricing policy, unemployment, and so forth. Conversely, we also assume
that people’s everyday lives affect their income and outgoings ~ they may work
harder if expectations about the standard of living rise, they may accept lower
incomes through part-time work if norms dictate they should stay at home with
their children, they may get into debt if the category of socially defined necessi-
ties expands — and in turn these must affect broader economic processes. If
attitudes change to accept organic food or environmentally friendly products
despite their greater cost, if satellite dishes are rejected in favour of cable tele-
vision because of their visible social message, if the concept of credit is success-
fully detached from the moral connotations of being in debt, then the meanings
of economic practices, which are themselves partly determined by a variety of
social and psychological factors, as we show in this book, will have broader
implications.

Our main focus in this book is on the everyday experience of a wide range of
issues that surround mass consumption. We are concerned with the felt reality of
present consumer arrangements, with ordinary beliefs about how daily life is and
should be, with the relations between goods and identity, consumption and
pleasure, budgeting and control. We have tried to ground our arguments firmly
in the accounts people gave us of their lives, and yet also to analyse these
accounts in the context of the different social conditions from which these
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accounts originated, conditions which varied by gender and generation, social
class and personal life history.'*

We used a variety of methods in the research project: a detailed and lengthy
survey questionnaire, a series of personal interviews covering financial life
histories, a series of focus group discussions, and a number of paper and pencil
tasks, all designed to elicit people’s experiences of money and possessions in
their everyday lives. These methods varied in how far they were open-ended and
receptive to issues or ideas raised by the respondents and how far they were
more directive, drawing on theory and previous research. While any one method
has its limitations, we hoped that the combination of different methods would
provide some compensation for these limitations and give us a satisfactory
picture of people’s experiences of mass consumption. The data which resulted
allowed us to conduct both qualitative and quantitative analyses and, again, it
is through their combination that these are most useful. The discussions and
interviews were audio-taped and transcribed. The questionnaires were coded
and analysed on the computer. All details of these analyses, together with further
details of the samples that are given below, can be seen in the Appendix.

The main source of data came from the questionnaire that was completed by
279 people who varied in gender, age, social class, income and family status. Of
these 279 respondents, 62 per cent were women and 38 per cent were men.
They ranged in age from 18 to 82 years, with an average age of 44 years. The
sample varied in social class, but was predominantly lower middle class/upper
working class. All of the respondents were kept anonymous and all the data were
treated in confidence. Throughout the book, where individuals are described in
detail or are named, all names have been changed, and any identifying details
either omitted or altered.

The size of the survey sample, while large enough to draw useful statistical
conclusions and comparisons, was limited by available resources, for we decided
to concentrate on obtaining a large quantity of information from our respon-
dents rather than extending the size of the sample at the cost of the richness
and complexity of information obtained. We particularly wanted to obtain both
detailed quantitative information about people’s circumstances and resources
and to provide space for them to add to this information in an unstructured
format if they wished. In all, we asked nearly 400 questions of each respondent,
covering a wide range of issues and taking an hour or more to complete.

Despite our best efforts, caution is needed when interpreting our findings, for
we note that the sample contains rather more women than men, more middle
and upper working class than lower working class or very poor people, though
it covers the entire age span fairly. We encountered particular problems in
measuring household or joint resources and expenditure as only one member of
a couple completed a questionnaire, so again caution is needed (Pahl, 1989). The
research was conducted in the south of England and is therefore not simply
generalizable to people living in different socioeconomic conditions. Finally, but

* Superscript numerals refer to numbered notes at the end of the book.
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importantly, we emphasize that the present research has not been concerned
primarily with extreme poverty (or extreme wealth): most of the sample who
were in debt were not suffering much poverty, nor were they generally experi-
encing house repossession, unemployment, significant illness, or other events
associated with major financial problems. Rather, the study concerns the every-
day economic experiences among the majority of ‘ordinary’ people who vary
from the fairly poor to the fairly well-off, and caution should be exercised in
generalizing to other social groups.

We designed the questionnaire to cover a range of issues which, according to
previous literature or our pilot research, we judged relevant to everyday econ-
omic experiences. We were influenced mainly by the recent literature on mass
consumption stemming from the fields of economic psychology, cultural anthro-
pology and cultural studies, and our own basic orientations within social psy-
chology and symbolic interactionism will also be apparent.

First, we asked a number of questions about respondents’ demographic situ-
ation — their sex, age, occupation, partner’s and parents’ occupations, their chil-
dren, their housing situation, and so forth. Next, we asked in some detail about
their financial situation and, if appropriate, that of their partners: what sources
of income did they have and how much, what did they spend on regular out-
goings, what savings accounts, bank accounts and credit cards did they have,
what did they owe and how much did they repay, and did they save money or
have savings? We asked what major life events they had experienced recently,
and since the way that people cope with problems might mediate their impact,
we asked about their coping strategies when faced with problems, both general
and financial. We were interested in whether people were satisfied with various
aspects of their lives, about whether they felt in control of their lives, and we
asked a range of questions pursuing this issue of control — did they know what
money they had in the bank or what their bills would be, for example. We asked
how they organized their money, whether they budgeted, how they paid for
goods, when and where they shopped and whether they enjoyed shopping. As
well as all these microeconomic practices, we were concerned about how people
understood these practices. Thus we asked both generally about their attitudes
towards saving and borrowing and about the morals and values they felt they
lived by, for example, how they balanced desire for security against desire for
pleasure. More specifically, we asked about their beliefs about what counts as
debt, what leads to financial problems, how to economize or budget, what they
felt they had learnt about money from their own lives, and so on. We asked
about the pleasure of possessions, about their material desires and about their
sense of what was necessary to them — where they drew the line between neces-
sities and luxuries. Finally, we asked about the social role of money in their lives —
whether they talked or argued about money and with whom, what possessions
they thought their peers owned in comparison to themselves, how well off they
felt compared to their parents and their children and why, whether they saw
themselves as beating or cheating the system or as using money and goods as a
way of fitting in and participating in society.
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A series of small focus group discussions pursued more general beliefs and
concerns about mass consumption, covering issues such as views on the present
use of credit, the relation between credit and debt, the balance of responsibility
between individuals and society, perceptions of social change, and so on.
Through these wide-ranging discussions, we explored some of the social myths
and representations about economic experience and social change.

Finally, the more personal and individual aspects of everyday experience were
addressed through in-depth interviews based on telling a financially oriented life
story. Respondents described their upbringing, their parents’ attitudes to money,
their own financial independence when they started work, the role of money and
possessions in their relationships and marriages, the attitudes to their children,
and so forth. Through these interviews, the complex interdependence of expec-
tations, decisions, beliefs, resources, needs and wants, and social and family
relations was explored.
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There has been considerable interest recently within the social sciences — psy-
chology, sociology, anthropology, gender studies and economics — in material
culture and mass consumption, allowing for a critical appraisal of the impact
of consumerism on the lives of ordinary people. In the early 1980s, there was a
growth in unemployment and the mid-1980s saw an enormous increase in
personal debt. These social problems, among others, became the focus for social
science research and for widespread public concern, questioning the supposed
freedoms which mass consumption gives to the individual. The 1980s also saw a
sustained political attack on elite institutions in society, together with increasing
priority being given to the individual consumer. This involved raising the econ-
omic potential of working people and broadening markets, widening the avail-
ability of credit, and stimulating home ownership and share ownership. The
political right and left came together in a demand for citizens’ rights (Held,
1991), many of which were primarily consumers’ rights. Not only did the home
consumer market grow during the last decade, but also its salience and political
importance grew considerably. This renewed the debate over citizens’ freedoms:
Do these moves really empower the individual or disadvantaged social groups? Is
consumer culture a form of oppression or liberation? What are the consequences
of the growth in material standards of working people and has this brought any
increase in involvement in society? As we shall see, there have been various
attempts by the left to appropriate the diversity in consumer culture that has
become such a powerful symbol of Conservative politics, seeing this diversity as
providing spaces for resistance or subversion in everyday life.
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Mass consumption: The classic inheritance from Marx and Simmel

In Capital, Marx (1976) argued that working people have limited political
power because they have limited access to and control over the production
process. Capitalism separated the producer from the thing produced, and the
process of production took on a logic of its own, developing into an ever more
institutionalized process, driven by conditions of centralized economic resources
and maximum exploitation of labour. Marx saw this as leading to such terrible
material conditions for working people and such polarization between workers
and capitalists that the workers would eventually revolt. It was a contradiction
of capitalism that its increasing organization of the workforce would enable the
revolution of organized labour. However, the processes which Marx suggested
were inevitable have not taken place. The development of late capitalism has
been to move away from large-scale forms of production requiring massive
organized labour, thereby fragmenting the production process and the mass
organization of labour. The question arises as to whether this new form of
consumer society dissipates the political potential of labour or opens another
area of potential opposition, resistance and revolt in the power of the consumer.
The character of the power and self-determination afforded to the consumer by
mass consumption and the forms of resistance which consuming may encode, is
a central concern of theories of consumption. One theme of this book, therefore,
will be to examine the processes by which people resist commercialization and
establish identities in opposition to market pressures.

The rupture of producers from the goods they produce was analysed by
Simmel in The Philosophy of Money (1990), which focused on the role of money
in the standardization of commodity values. Marx had argued that the value of
a commodity is not an inherent property of things, but the result of evalua-
tions made about them by people. Simmel argued that we attribute value to
objects which we desire and which resist our attaining them. Desire of goods
and their associated valuation thus involves a separation of objects from
people. In modern society, this separation can only be overcome by purchas-
ing goods. Buying goods means involvement in the exchange system and the
consequent sacrifices we have to make in terms of labour and money to obtain
goods. Thus, the economic value of an object is measured in terms of what
we have to sacrifice to obtain it, where the instrument of the exchange process
is money.

Simmel analysed the cultural, social and psychological implications of money
being the instrument of exchange. Money becomes a single standard by which all
things can be measured and therefore compared. Simmel suggested that money
abstracts the calculation from exchanges and makes buying the common form of
exchange rather than barter (Parry and Bloch, 1989). As a consequence, money
becomes a threat to the moral order because it becomes the sole measure of
value for objects. While moral orders work through assigning objects to cate-
gories according to moral principles, money changes all that, for there are no
moral categories of goods in the abstraction of monetary value. Thus money at
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once reduces dependency ties based on cultural relations and expands the poten-
tial exchange relations:

On the one hand, money makes possible the plurality of economic depend-
encies through its infinite flexibility and divisibility, while on the other it is
conducive to the removal of the personal element from human relationships
through its indifferent and objective nature (Simmel, 1990, p.297).

In an extension of Marx’s notion that capital becomes the model for all forms
of social relations in capitalist societies, Simmel argued that money moved
people from a form of social relationships based on emotions and imaginative
thinking to a set of relations based upon calculation. Money rationalized the
social relations in the exchange process and thereby became a model for social
relations generally. Thus money enabled the rational exchange of commodities,
and permitted new personal freedoms through the breaking down of traditional
forms of exchange. However, because it became a model for social relationships,
money also threatened people’s freedom to develop emotional relationships. A
major theme of this book is the question of how involvement in material culture
conditions people’s beliefs and relationships. Modern theories of consumption
have been concerned with whether moral orders are dominated by market
relations or whether people can in some way resist the spread of the exchange
model into their social relationships.

Money as an instrument of exchange changes the level of dependence between
people that exists in less abstract exchange systems (see also Douglas and Isher-
wood, 1978). Because money allows the anonymous exchange of goods without
dependency ties, it erodes traditional dependency ties within communities, and
so market relations tend to take over communities and undermine existing
cultural ties. At the same time, capital makes exchange with other communities
possible and this trade undermines the culture from without through its external
relations. The advance of capital gives people new responsibilities in the ex-
change relation but breaks their traditional community-based responsibilities;
in this way, capitalism has constructed individual responsibilities as opposed to
communal responsibilities. The individual is therefore alienated and fragmented
because the system of capital at once produces the individual through exchange
relations and dissolves cultural ties.

Simmel observed how in capitalist societies consumption spread from the
production of heavy engineering to cover aspects of domestic life. The products
of capitalism became more diverse and abstract and the emerging middle classes
had access to more and more diverse goods (Miller, 1987). On a psychological
level, individuals could now make any comparison they liked between things.
They were no longer limited by the classification of objects according to tra-
ditional meaning systems. For Simmel, therefore, the modern condition in-
volved new freedoms characterized by the potential for more abstract thinking
in the classification and evaluation of things balanced by the loss of a secure,
traditional cultural identity. Modern consumption theories must consider
whether this diversity also allows more real expression of personal choice. In
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contrast, Gramsci (1971) interpreted the diversity in mass consumption as an
expression of the lack of coherence of working-class political consciousness,
arguing that diversity leads to the fragmentation of the working class and the
consequent dissolution of its revolutionary potential. For Gramsci (1971), the
working class needed the insight of intellectuals to see through the mirage of
choice in mass consumption to the underlying ideology of the hegemony of class
relations, for, as Althusser (1971) argued, ordinary thinking is merely an echo of
ideology. Capitalism had constructed the individual by first undermining tradi-
tional cultural forms and then offering the diverse consumption of mass culture.
On this view, individual identity is an artefact of ideological processes which
mystify the true economic processes of domination. The individual is distracted
from the realities of their domination in the class system by the illusory freedoms
of personal choice.

Marx was concerned with consumption only in so far as he saw the desire for
goods as a fetish which clouds political consciousness by introducing false
choices and concerns and by mystifying actual processes of exploitation. In this,
he influenced the critical theory of the Frankfurt school (e.g. Adorno and Hork-
heimer, 1973), which regarded popular culture as vacuous, not affording possi-
bilities of real intellectual thinking, and as the site of the manipulation of the
working classes by capital. Thus, until recently, the expansion of popular cul-
ture was seen as the process through which capital produced the false identity
of individualism in order to manipulate the masses. A key question posed mass
consumption theory in late capitalism is how to assess the contribution of popu-
lar culture and how to unravel its political implications.

Critiques of Marx: Cultural anthropology and mass consumption

The centrality of money

Parry and Bloch (1989) question the central role that Marx and Simmel gave to
money in the progress of capitalism against traditional culture by examining a
growing body of anthropological studies on the impact of money on ‘traditional’
worlds. Capitalism has developed into a global economic system that seems to
have gobbled up all local cultures in the creation of world markets. This implies
that the spread of the market system and its characteristic form of monetary
exchange has the capacity to overcome what Parry and Bloch term the character-
istic ‘moral economies’ of traditional societies.

Parry and Bloch (1989) critically reappraise Bohannan’s (1959) study of the
impact of the introduction of money into the exchange system of the Tiv of
northern Nigeria. The Tiv had a complex exchange system which operated with
three separate sets of commodities (subsistence products, brass rods and
women). The system of exchange differed for each type of good and it was
regarded as highly significant when goods were traded between categories of
goods. The introduction of Western money converted this complex and cul-
turally embedded system into the more parsimonious monetary system. With
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money as the standard by which all goods can be valued, the traditional segmen-
tation of goods into different categories based on cultural criteria was lost, and,
with it, the role such a system played in maintaining local culture.

Parry and Bloch question Bohannan’s analysis, pointing out that even after the
introduction of money, some things could not legitimately be bought and sold in
the Tiv economy (e.g. land). Thus, the local culture limited the spread of monet-
ary exchange so that money could not become the measure of all things and all
things could not become commodities (and hence, the changes brought about by
money may be stopped short of being total). Further, the introduction of money
into Tiv society was promoted by some sections, notably the young, who saw it
as a way of subverting the power held in the old exchange system by the elders,
and thus the reception of commoditization depends upon the complex relations
of interest in the culture. In fact, most cultures are not in the position where
anything can be exchanged for anything else, for there are usually cultural
constraints on the spread of monetary valuation achieved by creating classes of
objects which are culturally defined as outside the commodity sphere (Kopytoff,
1986).

Commercial exchange and social relations

Does money produce a characteristic cognitive set in people involved in monet-
ary exchange? Parry and Bloch argue that various forms of money and market
exchange predate capitalism, that cultures vary in the way they adopt monetary
systems and that money can be given different meanings in the same culture.
Thus, rather than money creating a world view, existing world views affect the
way monetary systems operate. The culturally diverse meanings of money ex-
press the different functions which money performs. Thus there is not one pro-
cess of monetary exchange but many. As one study within Western culture also
found, ‘money did come with different labels attached to it and . . . it was spent
for different emotional purposes’ (Wilson, 1987, p.199). While challenging
Marx’s mechanistic and economic determinism, this approach may become
relativist, unless culturally negotiated meanings of money are analysed not as a
separate system but in terms of transactions and transformations within a
cultural context (Parry and Bloch, 1989).

The social meanings of goods

Instead of seeing the commodity as a product of the production system with
associated monetary value, the meanings of things are transformed as things
travel through systems of production, exchange and ownership. They thereby
overcome the reduction of all goods to their exchange value and their relation to
production (Appadurai, 1986). Marx contrasted the commodity and the gift,
placing gifts in the realm of the social and commodities outside the social in a
realm of calculated exchange. Just as Mauss (1966) and Bourdieu (1984) have



12 Mass consumption and personal identity

shown that gift-giving is an exchange imbued with the properties of economic
exchange, so Appadurai argues that the exchange of commodities is imbued with
social, cultural, personal and political meaning. Hence, money does not make
abstract independent exchange the norm. Appadurai (1986) reasserts the cultural
dimension of modern capitalist societies, for these are too often represented
simply as economic exchange systems which emphasize the commodity as pro-
duced for monetary exchange to the neglect of the cultural, social, personal and
political meanings of things.

Consumption and alienation

For Marx, the unhappy consciousness of the masses was an inevitable result of
people’s inability to recognize the social and oppressive nature of production
because of the effective workings of an ideology that presents a variety of com-
peting world views that overwhelm authentic human interests. Miller (1987)
argues that Marx was so profoundly affected by the awful material conditions of
workers in early capitalism in northern England that he did not foresee the grad-
ual improvement in material conditions of the working classes as capitalism
developed or the various social, political and economic changes such as the trade
union movement, the development of social democratic politics and the growth
of the consumer market. Through these processes, the antagonism between capi-
tal and labour has been reduced while the worker has gained rights as consumer
and citizen.

The feminist critique of the capitalist system of redistribution

Dividing production from consumption at the door of the household may
make very good sense of men’s lives. They work when they are outside the
home. Inside the home they are generally consuming. But it makes no sense
of women’s lives. Their activity in the home is not just consumption
(Bruegel, 1983, p.80).

The Marxist analysis of the economic position of women was concerned only
with their relation to the mode of production, and the family was seen simply as
the institution that provided workers for the production system. Class domin-
ation cannot be linked to patriarchy just through an analysis of the mode of
production, for this reduction to production precisely misses the site which has
most economic impact on women, that of redistribution within the household
(Wilson, 1987; Pahl, 1989; Moore, in press).

Theories of consumption

There is no one dominant theory of mass consumption, but rather a range of
theories drawing on different disciplinary traditions, taking as their starting point
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different aspects of the critique of Marx’s approach. We will consider each
theory in some detail below, because each offers valuable insights, concepts and
organizing frameworks, which together provide a resource for our analysis of the
empirical research on everyday economic experiences which we present in
subsequent chapters.

Cultural diversity in economic systems

The focus then is on the range of cultural meanings which surround monet-
ary transactions, and not on the kinds of problems of monetary theory
which have conventionally preoccupied the economist (Parry and Bloch,
1989, p.1).

Parry and Bloch (1989) discuss anthropological evidence for cultural variation in
thinking, talking about and using money. They argue that concepts and systems
of production and exchange are culturally constructed. Consequently, there are
no economic concepts and mechanisms which predate, lie outside or are in any
other sense prior to culture.

However, despite the dependency of production and exchange on cultural
diversity, Parry and Bloch argue that there are some abstract features of cultur-
ally grounded exchange systems, particularly that exchange systems are geared
to the reproduction of cultural forms which operate on time-scales beyond the
life-scales of the individuals in the society. Market exchange is a short-term
transaction that works systematically to reproduce cultural relations and the
cosmic order. Cultural relativity lies in what the cosmic order consists of,
which exchange mechanisms exist and the nature of the connections between
short-term market relations and long-term cultural relations.

Rather than seeing the economic as a domain devoid of moral content, Parry
and Bloch (1989) discuss anthropological studies which show how monetary
exchange is imbued with moral value. For example, Carsten (1989) examined
how money is transformed from a subversive and threatening force into some-
thing which has moral value through its connection with gender. Malay
fishermen engage in commercial exchanges with comparative strangers so as
to distance money from kin relations. The men then hand the money over to
the women who remain uncontaminated by contact with the exchange system.
The women then decontaminate the money by cooking it, thereby converting it
into something safe and nourishing. Thus the household as the site of cultural
relations is buffered from the monetary exchange system through gendered econ-
omic and domestic practices. The activities within the household preserve the
long-term cultural system and are supported and maintained by segmenting off
the commercial and using it as a resource.

There is always the danger of pollution of the cultural by the commercial,
where pollution might be the diversion of individuals entirely into the commer-
cial so that they do not invest in the cultural or where the cultural becomes
distorted to fit the needs of the commercial. Many activities, including individual
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motivations, can be interpreted as attempts to preserve culture while exploiting
commerce. The individual is thus not only a constituent of the commercial world
but also the guardian of the moral and cultural order. However, Parry and Bloch
are pessimistic in their suggestion that long-term moral concerns have dis-
appeared from modern capitalism, seeing modern Western capitalism as an
example of a society where long-term cultural and moral concerns have suc-
cumbed to the short-term economic ones. Following Marx, they see econ-
omic exchange as the model for all social relations. Unlike Marx, they maintain
that long-term moral concerns do not disappear but rather become redefined in
monetary terms, ‘The values of the short term order have become elaborated
into a theory of long term reproduction’ (Parry and Bloch, 1989, p.29). In
modern Western culture what is normally a subordinated domain has become
the basis of the encompassing order ~ a theory in which it is only unalloyed
private vice that can sustain the public benefit. “Western ideology has so
emphasised the distinctiveness of the two cycles that it is unable to imagine the
mechanisms by which they are linked’ (Parry and Bloch, 1989, p.30).

The social nature of commodities

Taking my lead from Veblen, Douglas and Isherwood, and Baudrillard, 1
suggest that consumption is eminently social, relational and active rather
than private, atomic or passive (Appadurai, 1986, p.31).

Appadurai (1986) analyses the trajectories of goods, showing how they cannot
be reduced to production for exchange value. Value is encoded in commodities
and so analysis should focus on the things exchanged rather than the process of
exchange. The meanings of goods go beyond any simple conception of their
monetary value and include their forms, the way they are used, and their tra-
jectories or social lives in given social contexts. Situations ground things, giving
them meaning, rather than there being a category of goods with ‘commodity’
characteristics. Situations vary in how far they construct objects as commodities.
Appadurai breaks this down into the commodity phase of the social life of
things, the commodity candidacy of things and the commodity context into
which things can be placed. A thing can be in a commodity state or not, with
different time-cycles for the transformation from non-commodity to commodity.
There can be varying criteria and standards for the exchange of a thing in differ-
ent situations: social situations make salient the classification, value, meaning,
rules and practices for the exchange of things. Under certain circumstances
(international trade and extreme hardship), these situational factors do not oper-
ate, but they are typical of the everyday exchange of objects. ‘Regimes of value’
describe the different degree to which a given thing has an agreed value in
exchange: when a commodity has a globally agreed value, this transcends local,
culturally grounded boundaries and dislocates the meaning of a thing from the
local system.

Appadurai complexifies the notion of the commodity to show that an object
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becomes a commodity at the intersection of a variety of temporal, cultural and
social factors. It is characteristic of modern society that a greater proportion of
the objects we come into contact with have a phase of their lives as commodities.
Appadurai suggests different types of commodities: some goods are intended as
commodities and only come into existence as such, some things are intended for
other uses but become commodities, and some things were commodities and
are no longer. The social lives of commodities can be understood as a series of
narratives which depict the paths and diversions through which a good travels,
including moving in and out of the commodity state. The paths vary from
agreed, prescribed paths to ad hoc deviations, and the flow of any particular
good follows both formalized and informal directions, echoing the tendency of
capitalism to increase standardization while commoditization is constrained by
informal resistance (Kopytoff, 1986).

The social life of things is illustrated by the kula, a pre-industrial, translocal,
non-monetized exchange system that operates in the Massim group of islands
near New Guinea (see Appadurai, 1986). Two kinds of valuable objects, decor-
ated necklaces and armshells, are exchanged for one another. As the valuables
move from place to place, changing hands as they go, they acquire specific biog-
raphies and reputations along their journey, or keda. The keda describes
both the journey of the valuables and the sociopolitical relationships among the
men who make up the paths. Most abstractly, keda refers to the path to wealth,
power and reputation, both reflecting and constituting social partnerships and
power relations. Recent reinterpretations of the kula have usually revolved
around this notion of trajectory and around ‘tournaments of value’, social
occasions where the value of a commodity is formally negotiated. An example
would be an art auction. The unusual nature of these occasions, with their ludic,
ritual and reciprocal dimensions, demarcate them from normal exchange
situations and mark their importance. It is not simply the purchasing power of
those involved which distances them from everyday exchange, but the manner of
their involvement in the valuation of commodities and value of commodities.

How does demand work in this world of goods? Following Baudrillard
(1988), Appadurai argues that demand emerges from the social practices around
commoditization rather than from human needs. Some cultures resist the maxi-
mization of purchasing in relation to their needs. Appadurai cites, as an example,
Gell’s work on the Muria Gonds, which shows that they do not consume goods
available to them according to their wealth and the market because they value
economic egality and sociality. Goods do not fall simply into the two classes of
luxury and necessity. Rather luxuries are defined socially in terms of being
restricted to elites, being difficult to obtain, encoding multiple meanings, requir-
ing special knowledge to be consumed and being related to processes to do with
the person. These goods require a basis of necessity goods in the background and
therefore stimulate demand for necessities: ‘Demand is thus neither a mechanical
response to the structure and level of production nor a bottomless natural appe-
tite. It is a complex social mechanism that mediates between short and long term
patterns of commodity circulation’ (Appadurai, 1986, pp.40-1).
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Commeodity appropriation and consumption work

If the rift between objects and people is an inevitable dimension of capitalism, it
may be overcome by the ways that people appropriate goods. Miller (1987)
examines the progressive dimension of objectification whereby externalities are
brought back into subjective experience through various transformations of
objects. In the case of goods, they are external at the point of commoditization,
when the goods are bought, but they are brought back into an authentic mode by
being tailored to local needs:

Although the subject may at certain periods appear lost in the sheer scale of
its own products, or be subject to the cultural mediation of a dominant
group, and thus fail to perceive these cultural forms as its own creations, the
tendency is always towards some form of reappropriation through which
the external can become part of the progressive development of the subject
(Miller, 1987, p.180).

Human values enter into the commodity system when people transform an
inalienable commodity into an alienable object in their local culture. This appro-
priation is a result of the improving material conditions of working people in
late capitalism, for it requires that people have money and leisure time. When
shopping for goods we immerse ourselves in the vast array of goods which Marx
highlighted at the start of Capital but on acquiring the goods we transform them
into cultural objects:

This is part of a long and complex process, by which the consumer works
upon the object purchased and recontextualizes it, until it is often no longer
recognizable as having any relation to the world of the abstract and becomes
its very negation, something which could neither be bought nor given
(Miller, 1987, p.190).

Cultural Studies and the modern consumer

... areassessment and revalorization of popular cultural forms and popular
experience, of the meanings consumption produces (Nava, 1991, p.164).

Many critics now offer a valorization of the consumer as a balance to Marx’s
preoccupation with production, addressing the question of how far the develop-
ments of late capitalism have dissolved the contradictions of capitalism. In par-
ticular, have the material conditions of working people advanced far enough
for them to live a cultured life and do the opportunities afforded by popular
culture constitute grounds for authentic existence or the reduction of alienation?
One answer has been to valorize the diversity of ways of existing within popular
culture, countering the notion derived from critical theory (Held, 1980) that
popular culture is a mechanism for the spread of ideology, and suggesting that
popular culture provides a site where commodities can be appropriated for
cultural meanings. With emerging environmental concerns and the collapse of
socialism in Eastern Europe, consumerism has become a ‘highly visible cult
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whose imagery permeates the physical and cultural territory it occupies. Modern
identities and imaginations are knotted inextricably to it’ (Nava, 1991, p.157).

Nava examines the intellectual context of the manipulationist thesis, that the
masses are exploited by capitalism and kept passive through the ideology
expressed in popular culture, was emphasized by the Labour Party in the post-
war period, which rejected consumerism, and by the celebration of traditional
working-class culture by writers as diverse as Hoggart (1957) and Eliot (1948).
In 1984, Orwell portrayed the ‘proles’ as complete dupes of the ideological elite.
When social critics such as Marcuse (1964) did talk about consumerism, they
saw it as a mechanism of social control, and in the feminist movement the
commodity was perceived as the site of women’s oppression by writers such as
Frieden (1965). In the context of the Cold War, the notion of manipulation also
took hold of the right, and the view that advertising was a form of manipulation,
for example, became the norm in such work as Packard’s The Hidden Persuaders
(1957).

Mennell (1985) shows how in the domain of food, the manipulationist thesis
was popular with both left- and right-wing critics. He argues that both the right
and the left in the interwar years agreed about the character of mass passivity
and ignorance but attributed this to different causes. The right blamed the
masses who, by virtue of increased wealth, had endangered the elite structure of
society which had created great gourmet dishes. The left blamed the culture
industry for producing bland, mass-produced foods which appealed to the in-
fantile proclivities of the masses. Thus the right could argue that ‘the incursion
of the ignorant, too easily pleased nouveaux riches into Paris and London
restaurants undermined the standards of cooking, and was the first sign of the
collapse of the informed gastronomic public opinion within which critical con-
sensus once existed’ (Mennell, 1985, p.318). Mennell also explores the exten-
sion of critical theory to the food industry which manipulates gastronomic
taste by fetishistic preference for a restricted range of foods and an appeal to the
regressive state of childhood in processed foods full of sugar and lacking fibre.

In contrast, Cultural Studies has approached consumerism in a different way,
attempting to give respect to popular culture and the consuming practices of
ordinary people. This meant moving away from the dominant intellectual view
of the consumption of popular culture as manipulated and mindless. A key
element was feminist writings which valorized women’s experience, under-
mining earlier perceptions of women as victims and examining what is reward-
ing, rational and sometimes liberating about popular cultural forms such as soap
operas (Radway, 1984; Livingstone, 1990) and women’s magazines (Winship,
1987; McRobbie, 1989): ‘What all these texts have in common is a legitimizing
of the consumer and of the commodities and cultural forms that are actively con-
sumed by him or her’ (Nava, 1991, p.166).

Cultural Studies is built upon a critical reaction to the manipulationist theses
and in particular on the questioning of the emphasis on economics and the
apparent breakdown of social structure based on class lines. The popular appeal
of Thatcherism and more recently the appeal of consumerism in Eastern Europe
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have made this an urgent challenge for the left. Experiences of consumption may
reflect forms of resistance and political consciousness. Material resources may be
used to resolve problems of contradictory class positions and divided loyalties,
simultaneously immersing oneself in consumption and rejecting it.

For example, Hebdige (1979) argued that underprivileged, marginalized
youths used clothes as codes to distance themselves from the status quo. Thus
style rather than traditional class position is used to create identity. When
examining the appropriation of American culture by British youths, Hebdige
suggested that:

American popular culture — Hollywood films, advertising images, packaging,
clothes and music — offers a rich iconography, a set of symbols, objects and
artifacts which can be assembled and re-assembled by different groups in a
literally limitless number of combinations (Hebdige, 1988, p.55).

The new consumer culture creates the opportunity for working out diverse
and novel identities using the variety of commodities available. This has broader
social, cultural and political implications:

Consider the proliferation of models and styles, the increased product dif-
ferentiation which characterises post Fordist production...We can see
mirrored there, too, wider processes of cultural diversity and differentiation,
related to the multiplication of social worlds and social ‘logics’ typical of
modern life in the West . .. These allow the individual some space in which
to reassert a measure of choice and control over everyday life and ‘play’
with its more expressive dimensions (Hall, 1988, p.56).

The economic conditions which created the consumer market through modern
production methods vastly increase the diversity of goods available to the
consumer. This explosion in goods provides the material conditions which over-
whelm traditional identities based on social class position, allowing for a grow-
ing individual freedom from social determinism. Mennell (1985) presents an
extensive analysis of the growth in diversity of foods available to increasing
numbers of people through the development of the retail and catering industries.

Post-industrial society

We have discussed the implications of the present conditions of late capitalism
for theories of mass consumption without yet considering the status of late
twentieth-century capitalism itself. Has it taken on a form so different from the
mass society of modernism that it can be considered a form of post-modern
society? Or is the basic form of society still a version of capitalism, albeit a late
capitalism which is more diverse in surface appearance but none the less essen-
tially structured upon the same lines as classic capitalism?

Recent economic changes have resulted in new technology, more flexible
work practices and greater consumer choice, with a correspondent reduction of
the traditional working classes and an increase in the lower middle classes (Hall,
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1988). Economically, there has been an expansion of the global economy.
Culturally, there has been a fragmentation of working class into a plural popular
culture and the consequent decline in traditional collective solidarities. On a
personal level, the shift has been away from identities based on social class
position towards identities based on lifestyle and mode of consumption.

One characterization of the British economy is in terms of Fordism (Murray,
1988; Gardner and Sheppard, 1989), which involves mass standardized produc-
tion of uniform components and products, mechanized production techniques,
the deskilling of human labour through the breakdown of tasks into their com-
ponent parts and the use of management science techniques and flowline
assembly methods. Fordism has various significant weaknesses. It is based on
authoritative staff relations and rigid, inflexible workplace relations which have
exacerbated industrial unrest. Mass production depends on the whims and
desires of a mass market. Further, production-driven economy is essentially
speculative, and the Fordist industrial method has been prone to sudden loss in
demand. These weaknesses became particularly salient with the opening up of
the consumer market.

Initially, post-modernism, or post-Fordism, was used to refer to a new epoch.
Later debates instead use post-modernism as a development within rather than
after capitalism (Featherstone, 1991). Post-Fordism involves the use of new tech-
nology to transform distribution and assembly methods, the shift from econ-
omies of scale to economies of scope and the shift to innovation. All these
changes depend upon new technology to obtain rapid information about product
demand and to allow designers to encode changes into the production process,
while the use of such technology depends on the production process being
changed to one of flexible specialization using small batch manufacture. The
questions for mass consumption theories concern the cultural implications of
such technological and manufacturing changes.

The historical development of consumer society

Both criticisms of Marx and ideas about post-industrial society assume that the
social practices of mass consumerism did not occur in the nineteenth century
(and therefore Marx could not foresee the possibilities which consumerism had
to offer the ordinary person). However, historians argue that a consumer revol-
ution occurred in eighteenth-century England (McKendrick et al., 1982). During
this century, the acquisition of objects as commodities became a possibility
for larger, sections of society than ever before, and many objects which had
previously only been available through inheritance became available through
purchase as commodities. Thus consumerism and commoditization were spread-
ing through society before Marx’s writings. The spread of the consumer society
could be seen in the emerging network of shops and the shortening life-span of
products: ‘Where once material possessions were prized for their durability, they
were now increasingly prized for their fashionability. Where once a fashion
might last a lifetime, now it might barely last a year’ (McKendrick ez al., 1982,
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p-1). There was a growing market in magazines for consumer fashions, whereas
people previously depended on word of mouth and rumour. The work of re-
tailers in creating these possibilities was also highly visible. Thus, while the
‘desire to consume was not new . .. the ability to do so was’ (McKendrick et al.,
1982, p.2) Before then:

The barriers to a consumer society were . . . numerous and effective. To over-
come them required changes in attitude and thought, changes in prosperity
and standards of living, changes in commercial technique and promotional
skills, sometimes changes in the law itself. Above all it required the commer-
cialisation of society (McKendrick et al., 1982, p.2).

The changes in attitude were not restricted to any narrow conception of taste
but linked to major political, intellectual and social issues as well as economic
realignments. One significant consequence of the growth of consumerism was
the commercialization of leisure, to be seen in increases in the consumption of
food (particularly beef), spending on housing, interest in fashion, a boom in
books, music, entertainment and holidays, and a rapid growth in leisure resorts.
The growth in consumer-related uses of print was an important mechanism
in this process, for printing made self-instruction possible through self-help
manuals and pamphlets as well as books, while the complex social structure of
the society promoted emulation and the new economic potential promoted up-
ward mobility. It was through these printed works that the ideas and tastes of
a small elite could permeate society.

In a historical analysis of eating habits in Britain and France from the Middle
Ages to the present day, Mennell (1985) emphasizes that the current diversity in
eating habits and the broader availability of foods to a greater proportion of
society is part of a process that has been going on over the course of history.
There is a dynamic, similar to that proposed by Simmel for fashion (but see
Campbell, 1987), whereby elite groups adopt differentiating eating habits, which
are in time appropriated by the lower classes and are further transformed when
the elite adopt new habits. This cycle continues but the upshot is a genuine
increase in standards of food for more and more people.

Mass consumption as social activity

Changes in production, marketing and commercial practices now operate to
construct new forms of consumption activity, indeed, to construct the consumer.
Baudrillard (1988) examines new forms of shopping as providing a context in
which people experience shopping as a social activity. The shopping mall or
shopping centre especially creates a fantasy world in which desires and identities
are created. On this view, production processes again determine consumption
patterns, albeit in new forms. The ever-powerful reach of capital has spread
beyond the production of the commodity to include also the creation of the
modern consumer, evidencing a progressive imperialism in which economic
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exchange provides the context for, and indeed the model of, social relations and
personal identities.

There is no doubting the profusion and display which is evident in the modern
shopping context. In their presentation of commodities as display, shops offer
goods in a celebratory context by analogy with a feast — the celebration of sur-
plus and the social display of wealth: ‘almost every clothing store or appliance
store presents a gamut of differential objects, which call upon, respond to, and
refute each other’ (Baudrillard, 1988, p.31). Consumption choice is not to be
understood as the individual shopper satisfying a need but as a mode of involve-
ment with, and celebration of, the organization of goods. The consumer is swept
up in a psychological chain reaction which consists of apprehending the diverse
display as a meaningful category system:

Few objects today are offered alone, without a context of objects to speak
for them. And the relation of the consumer to the object is consequently
changed: the object is no longer referred to in relation to a specific utility,
but as a collection of objects in their total meaning. Washing machine,
refrigerator, dishwasher, have different meanings when grouped together
than each has alone ... The arrangement directs the purchasing impulse
towards networks of objects in order to seduce it and elicit, in accordance
with its own logic, a maximal investment, reaching the limits of economic
potential (Baudrillard, 1988, p.31).

The shopping mall combines in practice things which are traditionally in oppo-
sition: the design of the commodity and the design of the shop; the small shop
and the large shop; the slow pace of antiquity with the fast pace of modernity;
open nine to five and open all hours; the anarchy of the old city and the order of
the modern; money as exchange and credit as exchange:

Clothing, appliances, and toiletries thus constitute object paths, which estab-
lish inertial constraints on the consumer who will proceed logically from
one object to the next. The consumer will be caught up in a calculus of
objects, which is quite different from the frenzy of purchasing and posses-
sion which arises from the simple profusion of commodities (