CONSUMPTION AND EVERYDAY
LIFE

This book introduces key ideas and theorists of consumption in an
accessible way. Drawing on theories of everyday life, this is an engaging
and comprehensible introduction of key themes in consumption and
consumer culture.

e the semiotics of branding and advertising

e the representation of ‘nature’ and the environment

¢ the relations between consumer and producer

e ethical consumption

* the tensions between local spaces of consumption and globalised
markets

e the history of consumption

e shopping and identity

This book is essential reading for undergraduates on cultural studies,
sociology and cultural geography courses.

Mark Paterson is a lecturer in philosophy and cultural studies at the
University of the West of England, Bristol, and is interested in the
senses, phenomenology and technology. He has also written about hap-
tics, the technology of touch, which allows us to reach out and touch
virtual objects. Along with contributions to edited collections such as
Emotional Geographies (Ashgate, 2005), The Smell Culture Reader (Berg,
2006), and The Book of Touch (Berg, 2005), he is cunently writing a
book for Betg entitled The Senses of Touch.
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SERIES EDITOR’S FOREWORD

“The New Sociology” is a Series that takes its cue from massive social
cransformations currently sweeping the globe. Globalization, new infor-
mation technologies, the techno-industrialization of warfare and terror-
ism, the privatization of public resoutces, the dominance of consumerist
values: these developments involve major change to the ways people live
their personal and social lives today. Moreover, such developments
impact considerably on the tasks of sociology, and the social sciences
more generally. Yet, for the most part, the ways in which global institu-
tional transformations are influencing the subject-matter and focus of
sociology have been discussed only in the more advanced, specialized
literature of the discipline. I was prompted to develop this Series, there-
fore, in order to introduce students — as well as general readers who are
seeking to come to terms with the practical circumstances of their daily
lives ~ to the various ways in which sociology reflects the transformed
conditions and axes of our globalizing world.

Perhaps the central claim of the Series is that sociology is fundamen-
tally linked to the practical and moral concerns of everyday life. The
authors in this Series — examining topics all the way from the body to
globalization, from self-identity to consumption — seek to demonstrace
the complex, contradictory ways in which sociology is a necessary and
very practical aspect of our personal and public lives. From one angle, this
may seem uncontroversial. After all, many classical sociological analysts as
well as those associated with the classics of social theory emphasized the
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practical basis of human knowledge, notably Emile Durkheim, Karl
Marx, Max Weber, Sigmund Freud, and George Simmel, among many
others. And yet there are major respects in which the professionalization
of academic sociology during the latter period of the twentieth century
led to a recreat from the everyday issues and moral basis of sociology
itself. (For an excellent discussion of the changing relations between
practical and professional sociologies see Charles Lemert, Sociology After
the Crisis, Second Edition, Boulder: Paradigm, 2004.) As worrying as
such a recreat from the practical and moral grounds of the discipline is,
one of the main consequences of recent global transformations in the
field of sociology has been a renewed emphasis on the mediation of
everyday events and experiences by distant social forces, the intermesh-
ing of the local and global in the production of social practices, and on
ethics and moral responsibility at both the individual and colleccive lev-
els. “The New Sociology” Series traces out these concerns across the ter-
rain of various themes and chematics, situating everyday social practices
in the broader context of life in a globalizing world.

In Consumption and Everyday Life, Mark Paterson documents with
verve and precision the location of consumption in our late modern or
postmodern wotlds. He does chis, firstly, by reviewing developments in
sociological theories of consumption ~ in Marxism, post-structuralism,
postmodernism and, broadly speaking, what is termed cultural theory.
From Marx to Marcuse, and from Benjamin to Batthes, he traces the
possibilities and pleasures of shopping, the rhetoric and routine associ-
ated with consumerism. And in this respect his analysis is refreshingly
reflexive and open-ended: there is no doctrinal insistence on one partic-
ular method of study, or rating of one theory against another. Rather,
Paterson is out to make theory ‘work’ in the interests of elucidating con-
sumption. Consumption, as he shrewdly perceives it, is intricately
entwined with culture, capitalism, codes and colonialism — and so social
theories need to be deployed to comprehend, combat, modify or trans-
form the consequences of practices of consumption.

Which brings me to the second optic through which Paterson analy-
ses consumption: namely, the everyday. That consumerism has in some
ways become deeply interwoven with the processes, pleasures and perils
of global capitalism is obvious enough from the attention it receives
today in popular culture and the mass media. Throughout the polished,
expensive cities of the West, consumption has become a central preoccu-
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pation of contemporary women and men attempting to navigate the
dizzying array of choice on offer in the marketplace of advanced capital-
ism. Our contemporary mantra: I shop, therefore I am! Yet this is not
just a matter that can be reduced to either the positive or negative — for
Paterson insists there are both gains and losses here. But by a certain
way of reading the consequences of consumption in our everyday lives
(partly through drawing upon the brilliant conceptual deparcures of
Michel de Certeau), Paterson renews emphasis on the signifying system
of shopping and shopping malls, commodities and the spaces of con-
sumption. The result is an introduction to the sociology of consumption
which is rich and insightful, combining acute political engagement
with generously interdisciplinary perspectives.

Xi
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INTRODUCTION
CONSUMPTION AS EVERYDAY ACT

Everyday life is what we are given every day (or what is willed
to us), what presses us, even oppresses us, because there
does exist an oppression of the present ... Everyday life is
what holds us intimately, from the inside.
(de Certeau et al. 1998)

We are all consumers. Yet when social theorists look at consumption as
an object of scudy, there tend to be two responses. Until the 1950s, on
the whole consumption made sense only in relation to production, so
studying consumption assumed that consumers were also producers or,
at least, involved in che production of material goods. Marxists strongly
criticised consumer capitalism for fostering desires rather than needs,
and saw the way that consumers were driven increasingly towards false
needs, including more, better, cheaper material goods, devices and expe-
riences. This, they thought, was much to the dectriment of true feelings
of community and social relations, and meant that as consumers we
were continually being manipulated and misled by advertisers, market-
ing, and the authorities that allow such things to take place. The thesis
of liberal economist J.K. Galbraith’s The Affluent Society, written in
1958, solidified the equation, arguing that the promotion of false needs
such as prestige goods is necessary to stimulate production, revitalise
the economy, but also to equate affluence or wealth in terms of material
goods. “The more wants that are sacisfied, the more new ones are born”



INTRODUCTION: CONSUMPTION AS EVERYDAY ACT

(2000: 218), in other words. However, while critiques of consumer
capitalism from a political-economic perspective retain their power,
there is a strong turn within cultural studies and the social sciences
towards examining consumption as something people simply do,
without necessarily judging it inherently bad. Especially with newly
experienced post-war affluence, young people in particular had more
money to spend, and more things to buy with it. Marketing advanced
in order to accelerate this process, and interesting and notable cul-
tural phenomena started to become visible, such things as changes in
gender relations, in perceived status, expressions of individual and
group idencities and subcultures; notions of belonging, of taste and
style. Along with these sometimes highly visible phenomena, other
less visible cultural effects arise out of consumption too. By examin-
ing consumption as one thing people ‘do’, therefore, we are also dis-
covering a series of cultural effects, and these effects are the concern
of the book.

This introduction briefly defines the figure of the ‘consumer’, and
outlines the acts and processes of consumption that will be referred to
throughout the book. Then the contested term ‘everyday life’ will be
sketched, and its relevance to consumption stated. Something like a tra-
jectory of the argument throughout the book will also be conveyed. By
themselves, each chapter may be a useful summary of a key area in the
study of consumption, but together they build a cohesive argument, an
argument that acknowledges some of the pleasures, rites and responsi-
bilities of consumption: an ethics, a politics and a poetics of consump-

tion in everyday life.

FIGURING ‘THE CONSUMER’

So, just who is this blank, ghost-like figure invoked by economic theo-
rists, marketing and advertising people for so many years, the ‘con-
sumer’? And what are these acts or processes of ‘consumption’ that will
be examined in such detail? Throughout the book I will make reference
not just to the individual acts of consumption but also. to the larger
processes of which they are a part. By isolating discrete moments or acts
of consumption in common situations such as at the shop counter or
within a mall, we can look at some of the important determining factors
that lead up to the act of consumer choice and purchase. Hence a single
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act of consumption is readily identifiable as a particular moment in
which the consumer is participating in a series of processes, having taken
account of branding, images, notions of self-worth, responded to themes
and signs chat trigger elements of the sensory consciousness and the
nonconscious states, and exercised the temporary satisfaction of a desire
or felt need, for example. Part of the first-person experience of consump-
tion comprises a certain level of irrationality, of daydreaming or wanting
and wishing. The undercurrent of irrationality takes different forms and
is encountered in different chapters. For the notion of the consumer as
homo economicus, the paradigmatic rational consumer who only buys what
they need, is discarded very early in the book.

Pursuing the suggestion of a core of irrationality within consumer
experiences, there are several figures that are invoked along the way.
Mychical or metaphorical bodies, for example, help to make sense of
some of the practices of production and consumption. At various points
I refer to the cybotg body, who lies at the boundary between culture and
nature; vampyric bodies, those workers whose lifeblood has been
extracted through the drudgery of mechanised industrial labour in
Marx; and zombies appear too, as examples of what happens when mind
is separated from body, and as a metaphor for the 'mindless’ consumer in
popular culeure, such as Romero’s film Dawn of the Dead (1978).
Deborah Lupton’s (1996) work on food consumption invokes the figure
of the anorexic body, and anorexia could work as a metaphor for con-
sumption in general since it describes appetites processes of discipline
and restraint, and fear of ingestion or literal consumption of food. The
dynamic is still hedonistic, she argues, since denial of food leads to
greater pleasure, as thinness is equated with sexual attractiveness.
Perhaps a better figure is that of the bulimic, whose food consumption
is based on absolute pleasure and excess, and subsequent guile and purg-
ing, whereby the cycle starts again.

Both the anorexic and the bulimic highlight the visceral, irrational
nature of (not) consuming food. There is a hunger, and hunger is undeni-
ably representative of a human rapaciousness, a sustained experience of
bodily need, “a visceral questing that operates at the level of food, sex
and money”, says Probyn (2000: 80). So we get to another figure, that of
the cannibal. The cannibal is omnivorous and therefore potentially capa-
ble of eating everything (and everyone). As a figure it represents our fear
of the same, the endless appetites of consumer society. Are we not afraid
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of our own appetites in this way, where our insatiable hunger might
take us? Yee, in Joseph Conrad’s 1902 novel Heart of Darkness, an
alternative viewpoint arises. The white traders who share a boat going
upriver with native inhabitants feel edgy knowing that these people
are supposedly cannibals. Why don't they eat us? Are we unappetis-
ing? The narrator of the story, Marlowe, comes to realise the essential
reason: these half-starved cannibals, having not eaten properly for
months, have something that the white traders, the exploiters of peo-
ple and natural resources in the name of Empire, simply do not have:
restraint. Compared to the white traders’ unlimited rapaciousness and
irrational, unbounded greed, Matlowe the narrator begins to respect
the cannibals who show relative civility and restraint. The worst white
offender, Kurtz, descends from European civility to become “the irra-
tional, ‘cannibalistic’ principle of colonial expansion, the corporeal
symbol of an utterly amoral desire to incorporate all within the
province of exploitation” (Phillips 1998, in Probyn 2000: 95). The
cannibalistic consumer is therefore another figute to focus practices of
consumption around, who wishes to incorporate (consume) all. The
tension between restraint and excess is something that characterises
consumption in general, and mirrors the dynamic between production
and consumption in history. Colonial history and modern consump-
tion is an intersection that happens at several points 1n the book, in
terms of the history of the trade of exotic goods (Chapter 1), the dis-
play of commodities at the Great Exhibition of 1851 (Chapter 3), and
the clash of first and third worlds as a result of the sweatshop produc-
tion of branded goods (Chapter 8).

POINT OF SALE? THE SHAPE OF THE BOOK

This distinction between acts and processes of consumption runs through-
out the book. To look at individual acts of consumption, that is, the present
moment of the consumer, we uncover a theoretical backstory that opens up
various territories concerning the history and current theorisations of con-
sumption. An argument runs like a thread throughout the chapters, start-
ing with the history of consumption and the notion of commodities and
material goods, including the trade in exotic goods only made possible
through colonialism (Chapter 1, "You are what you buy’). As the chaptets
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progress, we move farther away from the consumption of material goods,
and more towards the symbolic, the simulated or the vircual. This culmi-
nates in the last chapter, which looks at brand image and logos (Chapter 8,
‘Logo or no logo?’), but also situates this within a history of colonialism.

Along the way we enter debates concerning the petformance of iden-
tity (Chapter 2, ‘Consumption and identity’), the psychology of retail and
embodied experience (Chapter 4, ‘Bodyshopping’), and the spaces of con-
sumption (Chapter 7, ‘Mallrats and car boots’). Putting some of these fac-
tors together, the negotiation between the position that consumers are
manipulated or controlled, however subtly or unsubtly, and the position
that consumption can be a creative act is explored, with especial attention
to youth consumption (Chapter 6, “The knowing consumer?’). Not only
do we look at consumption of material goods but also of signs and sym-
bols, and we see the circulation of not only economic capital but also what
Bourdieu described as ‘cultural capital’ (1984, 1986b). As we move far-
ther from the material commodity and regard the consumption of experi-
ences and of simulations, I atgue this is the prevailing mode in which we
consume nature (Chaprer 5, ‘Nature, Inc.’). But to place these acts and
experiences within larger historical contexts is to see the larger picture of
the global economy, the need to renew consumer capitalism and export it
ever further afield, and to utilise pools of inexpensive labour, cheap mate-
rials and production wherever possible. Of course, the connections
between global and local consumption are manifold, and at many points
in the text these connections will be pursued (mote expansively in
Chapter 3). Readers are encouraged to bear these connections between
global and local in mind throughout, and to actively imagine these con-
nections from their own experiences of consumption, too.

THEORIES OF EVERYDAY LIFE

Consumption of whatever kind, and not simply in the affluent West, is
an everyday activity. Buc the definition of ‘everyday’ here is simplistic,
for we can use it to mean a common activity, one that happens with
great frequency. Just like the definition of consumption, the definition
of the everyday is reflexive and, on further examination, reveals a series
of assumptions, problems, and further questions. The realm of everyday
life is neither immediate nor uncontested. Indeed, while the familiarity
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of everyday consumption helps us ground theoretical debates around
consumption in a way most of us can easily understand, such as our
experiences of supermarkets and shopping malls, it should not blind us
to the complexities and assumptions behind these acts of consumption,
and so in part the theorists of the everyday (for example Lefebvre, de
Certeau) offer much in terms of a critical and also emancipatory reading
of what has hitherto been unproblematic — this thing we call ‘everyday
life’. So why make it into a problem?

One of the tensions in looking at consumption, examined further in
Chapter 7, is that between the consumer as a ‘savvy’ individual or as a
‘sucker’, duped by media, government and corporations into being a pas-
sive consumer. The ‘savvy’ consumer is able to creatively read and incer-
pret signs, and to mobilise these readings and interpretations in order to
engage in dialogue with other individuals within a culeure or subculcure.
For example, a particular brand of computer like an Apple signifies a cer-
tain amount of style, success and creativity. The machine and its logo are
instantly recognisable to other people who own the same brand, and are
therefore indicative of status or aspiration. It is therefore to do with iden-
tity. Similarly, as we will see in detail, there are also interesting cases
where products are nor used for their original purpose, and this shows a
creative twist in the consumpeion of that product. An example is the use
of home-made embroidered designs on jeans or the sewing of patches in
them, turning what is a mass-manufactured and fairly uniform product
into something signifying individuality, creativity or even rebellion (Fiske
1989a). This reveals the other side of the tension, as the customisation by
creative consumers then becomes co-opted by the manufacturers, and soon
pre-embroidered or patched jeans become available for sale, removing the
edge of individuality and creativity as a resule. The other side of the equa-
tion therefore is not consumers as ‘savvy’, but consumers as ‘suckers’, and
this has been mentioned above as the interpretation of what consumers do
as being prescribed, determined, bad: a common criticism of consumer
capitalism by Marxists 1s that it fosters “false needs”, that 1t stimulates
strong desires for material goods that are not strictly necessary for biologi-
cal existence or even to foster a sense of community. In this view, con-
sumer capitalism breeds a type of consumer who is alienated, unreflexive,
inward-looking and routinised, where there is no real separation between
wotk and leisure, and where the most that can be obtained is a form of
“pseudo-enjoyment” where we are constantly in thrall to a series of specta-
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cles that are staged for us. So argued Guy Debord in 1967 (1995), and
despite its persistent negativity what he and others wanted to encourage
was the reconnection of two things that have become separated within
capitalism: art and life. To bring creativity, spontaneity, freedom and
beauty into our everyday lives would be a form of utopia in the now, and
would be a corrective to the alienation that critics of capitalism, from
Marx through Weber, Adorno, Marcuse and others, had identified.

Theorists of everyday life therefore offer us alternatives to this
entrenched ‘scructure’ versus ‘agency’ debate in consumption. Lefebvre,
Bourdieu and especially de Certeau move us on from the taken-for-
granted quality of everyday life that we might have assumed. As a starc-
ing point, Gardiner (2000: 19) states there is nothing ‘natural’ or
‘inevitable” about everyday life. As we start to examine what is taken for
granted, it reveals itself as complex and processual rather than simple and
reified. It consists of a vast number of conscious and unconscious pro-
cesses, everything from simple tasks like tying shoelaces, to opening
doors, browsing clothes in a store, or mote complex tasks like driving or
flirting. As it relates to consumption, it is now obvious that a large num-
ber of both conscious and unconscious processes take place in what was
previously considered a routine or banal activity, and these actions and
processes reveal very complex dialogues and transactions to do with iden-
tity, status, aspirations, cultural capital, and position within a social
group. In addition they potentially show reflexive consideration of echical,
creative, and environmental concerns, consumers themselves placing their
conscious experiences of acts of consumption into larger processes of glob-
alisation. As de Certeau (1984) observed, consumer capitalism can never
contain nor suppress the spontaneous and imaginative energies of the peo-
ple, and even in consuming there is a form of cultural production as a
result, especially when there is some form of creative appropriation (‘tran-
scription’), buying and using an object for a purpose other than its
intended one.

PARADOXES OF CONSUMPTION

[Tlhe use or appropriation of an object is more often than not
both a moment of consumption and production, of undoing
and doing, of destruction and construction.
(Lury 1996: 1)
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Throughout the book there are several concurrent paradoxes that charac-
terise our messy pathways and negotiations through everyday life. As
previously mentioned, one of them is the distinction between the con-
sumer as ‘sucker’ and as ‘savvy’. Even the definition of consumption is a
paradox, as Clarke ¢z #/. (2003: 1) note. The word ‘consumption’ derives
from consumere, “to use up, to destroy”, such as being consumed by fire,
or the Victorian term for tuberculosis which devastates the lungs. Burt
also the Latin consumare, s in “to consummate”, means to bring to com-
pletion, as in to consummate a mafriage, to have sex. In French,
consommer still has both senses, and this is useful to bear in mind
throughout the book. Consumption is therefore simultaneously destroy-
ing (using up) and creating (bringing to fulfilment).

Another paradox occurs in Steven Miles’s book Consumerism — As a
Way of Life, which he flags up as ‘the consuming paradox’:

the fact that in terms of our individual experience consumerism
appears to have a fascinating, arguably fulfilling, personal appeal and
yet simultaneously plays some form of an ideological role in actually
controlling the character of everyday life.

{1998: 5)

Along with an undeniable sense of fulfilment and gratification from
consuming, we are still aware of the way our tastes are engineered, how
we are manipulated. Arguably, this is a recognisable mode of our every-
day experience of consumption, and is explored further in Chapter 7,
“The knowing consumer?’,

A further paradoxical strand is highlighted by Fredric Jameson, who
attempts to think about the cultural evolution of late capitalism dialec-
tically, “as catastrophe and progress all together” (1995: 47). Following
Marx’s passage in the Communist Manifesto, thinking about capitalism
dialectically is “grasping the demonstrably baleful features of capitalism
along with its extraordinary and liberating dynamism within a single
thought”, he continues. If applied to consumer capitalism we arrive at a
similar formulacion: that consumer capitalism allows us great freedoms
and the ability to articulate important cultural phenomena such as self-
identity and social identity, our identity within a group. The energy and
ymote is almost infectious,

dynamism that global brands like Nike proj
promising us familiar feelings such as belonging, but also more abstract
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values like competitiveness, sportsmanship, speed, dynamism, energy
(explored in Chapter 8, Logo or no logo?’). Buc to parcake, we muse lit-
erally buy into these, requiring a not inconsiderable measure of dispos-
able wealth, and also the knowledge that our rtastes, desires and
aspirations are almost inescapably engineered by the mass media to
some extent. Negotiating these mulciple paradoxes is one of the features
of consumption in everyday life, and they will be revisited at various
stages throughout the book.

A common complaint about mass culture and mass consumption is
that of homogenisation. McDonalds, Coca-Cola, Microsoft and other
mulcinational corporations, it is held, have flattened local differences
and imposed a monolithic, universal and homogeneous form of culture
that 1s mostly American. Yet, in order for there to be novelty and new
products to consume, culcural variation must exist, and local franchises
of multinational corporations will adapt to their nation’s tastes, as is dis-
cussed in Chapter 3. This is a tension becween homogenisation and het-
erogenisation, about the commodification and therefore the flactening of
difference versus the celebration and even fetishisation of difference in
terms of consumer choice. When it comes to ethnicity, though, it
becomes extremely contentious, and the paradox of consuming the
‘Other’ in order to remain the same is brought up by the writer bell
hooks (1992). She also makes the connection between cannibalism and
consumerism, as an eating of the (racial) other, and this is useful for
Chapter 8’s discussion of ‘commodity racism’ (from McClintock 1995,
in answer to Marx’s ‘commodity fetishism’). This dialectic of homogene-
1ty versus heterogeneity, of sameness and difference, of cannibalism and
consumerism, does seem to characterise another strand within our every-
day experiences of consumption, as we shall see.
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YOU ARE WHAT YOU BUY:
THEORIES OF THE CONSUMER

FROM THE ECONOMIC TO THE SYMBOLIC

This chapter serves as an introduction to some general theories of con-
sumption and the consumer, and will examine the two elements of
consumer and commodity starting within the larger context of economics,
and then within social theory more generally. We start with a brief his-
torical overview of the commodity and the consumer for Marx, Veblen
and Simmel, with Marx’s famous notion of ‘commodity fetishism’. Marx
observed that consumer capitalism depended a great deal on the importa-
tion of foreign and exotic commodities such as foods, tea and coffee,
tobacco and spices, and so the role of Empire in the movement and mar-
keting of these goods is a consideration, especially in promoting a taste
for the exotic and different. From this more economic analysis of con-
sumer capitalism we turn to the philosophy and cultural theory of the
Frankfurt School, whose ideas about the ‘mass culture industry’ are perti-
nent. Following from this, and continuing the trajectory of this chapter
from the economic to the symbolic aspects of consumption, an ovetview
of Fredric Jameson and what, after Ernest Mandel, he terms “late capital-
ism”: the furthering of the aesthetic, the perpetually novel, “depthless-
ness” (1995: 12). Looking at these theories of consumer’ capitalism we
can then begin to situate acts of consumption within larger economic
processes, and we will revisit these theories of consumption when consid-
ering detailed case studies in later chapters. Limiting ourselves to more
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foundational socio-economic theories of consumption in this chapter
first, we must be mindful of the way that ideas of the consumer and the
commodity in political economy tell very little of the whole story. In fact
there has been a historically impoverished understanding of the con-
sumer and consumption in general by economists. As Ben Fine argues,
often economists equate consumption with individual purchases and
have no real underscanding of who the ‘consumer’ actually is. They
become an aggregate, a hypothetical figure in the imaginations of
economists, such as the archetypal ‘housewife’, invoked to explain sets of
statistics racher than seeing the consumer as flexible and the bearer of
meanings or values. The problem of understanding consumers in this
way is down to the limitations of models of ‘neoclassical’ economics,
argues Fine (1993: 133). Political economy and theories of mass culture
also often tend to diminish the role of the consumer, seeing their acts of
consumption as trivial within the largely deterministic system of global
capital, advertising and media.

To start to tell the other side of the story, about what the consumer
actually does, is to argue literally for the significance of consumption in
everyday life, to move from economic to symbolic explanations of con-
sumer behaviour, This is to meld the macerial and the symbolic, to anal-
yse consumption as material culture (see also Lury 1996). By outlining
some theories of the consumer in economics, this chapter therefore
acknowledges the importance of the consumer and the commodity in
global political economy. But by trying to tell stories of consumption in
everyday life setrings, we bring out other relations between the consumer,
the commeodity and its signs. We can then route this into more everyday
considerations by asking: What do changes in commodity markets, the
growth of global media and advertising, and the expansion of cross-
culrural tourism actually mean to us as consumers? How does this affect us
in everyday acts of consumption? These questions will be answered
through detailed case studies in later chapters. This chapter sets up the
territory by firstly considering the consumer, and secondly the commodiry.

Consumer

On the one hand, there is the consumer’s point of view. Here we relate
acts of consumption in late capitalism to everyday life through the eyes
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of the consumer, looking at concrete expetiences of consumption and
asking what kinds of things are motivating our decisions to buy, such as
the concept of lifestyle, advertising and notions of consumer choice.
These motivations, especially the notion of consumer choice, are seen as
sacrosanct, encouraged and reproduced by the mass media, and by con-
sidering this we are laying the ground for a more detailed questioning
of consumption in everyday life.

Commodity

On the other hand, there is the commodity’s point of view, as it were.
By tracing the material, social and cultural formations around the com-
modities that we buy, we can begin to outline some of the linkages
between consumer culture and environmental and world development
problems, and begin to trace the chains of cause and effect that link par-
ticular kinds of consumption to specific places, tesources, people, and
interests. This is a ‘horizontal’ notion of consumption (Fine 1993), con-
cerned with the place of the commodity in its surrounding culture and
therefore its symbolic value. Contrast this with the usual ‘vertical
notion of consumption, which follows a particular commodity from pro-
duction to its end use. While incroduced here, the horizontal activity of
tracing the social and culrural factors around commodities will be pur-
sued in more detail through case studies and in later chapters, where the
consumption of signs as well as commodities becomes more pertinent in
thinking about identity, subcultures and so on.

Looking at both the consumer and the object in this way can high-
light the important distinction between comsumption and consumerism.!
Consumption is not simply a series of individual acts of purchasing, as if
purchasing a product were an end in itself. ‘Consumerism’, at least in
the UK, is a mostly pejorative term, indicating the unreflective prac-
tices of people who apparently mindlessly buy into gadgets, technolo-
gies, brands and labels as a way of life. By looking at the consumet’s
multifaceted relation with the commodity, including, but not limited
to, the economic, we can start to embark on the larger project of this
book: examining the manifold meanings and cultural and social signifi-
cances of consumption in everyday life. In addition, we start to move
the framework of analysis from a ‘vertical’ (and predominantly eco-
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nomic) to a ‘horizontal’ (and primarily symbolic) account of consump-
tion, seeing the commodity within the context of the factors that pro-
duced it, such as the chains of production, supply and retailing that
enable us to act as consumers. Before examining some of the important
features of consumption and everyday life in the modern world, it would
be useful to look briefly at how consumption has been theorised histori-
cally. In parcicular, three theorists of economy and society remain crucial
to current understandings of consumption, and their ideas will be revis-
ited in later chapters.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF CONSUMPTION: MARX,
VEBLEN, SIMMEL

Histories of consumption often include the figures of Marx, Veblen
and Simmel, partly because therfe was little serious academic study of
consumption before them, and partly because there is a large gap
between Simmel at the very beginning of the twentieth century and
the explosion of interest in consumption towards the end of that cen-
tury, which continues today. No account of modern consumption is
complete unless we look at the historical context, the move from
purely socio-economic explanations of commodity exchange to con-
sumption as expressions of desire and the production of signs. If we
start with Marx and economic theory, however, we should bear in
mind the myth of the prelapsarian society, for this lies in the back-
ground and, uncl relatively recently, seems to shape orthodox atti-
tudes to consumption.

Consumption in itself is nothing new, but the date of the birth of
consumer society is the subject of contention. Bermingham (1995) and
McCracken (1988) suggest the sixteenth century or the early seven-
teenth century, as the court of Queen Elizabeth impressed upon her sub-
jects the need to be fashionable, displaying new clothes and items in
order to show one’s status as a nobleman. Also at this time we can think
of the expansion of trade networks around the globe and the cultivation
of tastes for commodities such as tobacco and spices. Whenever a true
‘consumer society’ emerged in the modern sense, there are two general
points to note. Firstly, the rise of a consumer society takes place in all
phases of capitalism, even the earliest. There must be consumers in a
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marketplace to sell goods to, and therefore tastes are cultivated or
shaped, from the gencry downwards. This is as true in the era of Sir
Francis Drake’s discovery of tobacco, or the later British Empire, as it is
in the most recent wave of globalised capital and che rise of markets
after the Second World Wart. Secondly, whenever ‘modern’ consumption
actually occurred, whether in the sixteenth, seventeenth, eighteenth or
nineteenth cencuries, it is often founded on the myth of a prelapsarian
society. That is, we assume that the birth of consumer society destroyed
relations between the worker and the things he produced, and eroded
the ‘natural’ relationships of families who lived a harmonious existence.

In short, the rise of consumer society is often seen in negative terms
as unnatural and disharmonious, causing the breakdown of healthy rela-
tions and injecting alienation between preducer and product. Marx
himself is partly responsible for this view, having a romanticised view of
the pre-capitalist, pre-industrial historical era of feudal society in the
middle ages. In feudal society social relations are primary, even if they
are based on dependency, and unlike industrialised society there is no
separation of worker from work produced, hence no alienation. A crafts-
man owns his labour and therefore the means of production. But a fac-
tory worker’s labour is for hire, so he no longer owns the means of
production, the factory owner does. This alienates the worker from the
work he produces. Marx considered transactions in feudal society to
involve the particularity of labour rather than the abstract universal
equivalent, that is che money form, necessary for commodity produc-
tion. He therefore concludes:

Whatever we may think ... of the different roles in which men con-
front each other in such a society, the social relations between individ-
uals in the performance of their labour appear at all events as their
own personal relations, and are not disguised as social relations
between things, between the products of labour.

(1990: 170)

The implication of course is that there is a purer form of sociality and
relations with objects without alienation that existed prior to industrial
capitalism, a notion maintained by historians such as Hobsbawm
(1980), who sees a progressive mercantile culture in the United
Kingdom before the industrial revolution around 1780.
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Marx’s understanding of consumption

Karl Marx (1818-1883) considered consumption more in terms of eating,
drinking and procreation than in our more modern sense of accommodat-
ing new culrural forms and symbolic acts. For Marx, the consumption of
commodities was understood more in terms of a development of ‘com-
modity production’, and therefore ties consumption explicitly into a
dialectical relation with production. While consumption was not under-
stood in the modern sense, he did notice the ever-spiralling growth of new
commodities being sold and consumed. Since Marxist understandings and
interpretations of capitalism and consumption have changed since his
death we can assume, as Bocock does, that “there is now a new and dis-
tinct form of capitalism in the world, based on the ever increasing produc-
tion of new commeodities for consumption” (1993: 35). This new type of
capitalism, so-called ‘consumer capitalism’, explicitly relies on increas-
ingly sophisticated forms of consumption, and less emphasis is placed on
production. While he wrote little in terms of what we understand now as
consumption, Marx wrote extensively about the use-value and exchange-
value of commodities in Capital (1867), where use-value is the worth of
the commodity in terms of the actual cost of materials and production,
and exchange-value is the price such an object may attain in the market-
place — how much someone is willing to pay. The cost of raw materials
and manufacture (use-value) is often marginal compared to the cost of the
object to buy (exchange-value). The raw materials and cost of labour and
assembly of a car, for example, probably lies in the tens of dollars, whereas
it sells for thousands of dollars in car showrooms. The use-value and
exchange-value are distinct because, in Marx’s analysis, the commodity
derives a socially ascribed. market value irrespective of its worth as raw
materials, and is therefore desired by consumers.

In selling a commodity, the difference between the use-value and the
exchange-value is absorbed as pure profit along the retail chain, and
Marx terms this the “surplus value”. Thus, the monetary difference
between the true cost of manufacture of a commodity and the price it
attains in the marketplace relies on the exploitation of labour. In the
case of a car, for a profit to be made the surplus value means that the
cost of labour is not valued at its true cost, and the labourer who assem-
bles the car is paid less than the true worth of the labour in order that
the company makes money. This notion of surplus value involves the
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alienation of the worker from the product. Alienation between worker
and the work he produces is a consistent theme in the history of con-
sumption, and is created throughout Marx’s works, including Capital
and Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 (1959).

This basic division into use-value and exchange-value is part of a ‘ver-
tical’ analysis, that is, following a single commodity from inception
through its life cycle, ending up being purchased, used and thrown away.
It is different from the ‘horizontal’ analysis that looks at the context of
the variety of factors which allowed it to be produced in the first place,
such as “production, distribution, retailing, consumption and the mate-
rial culture surrounding ic” (Fine 1993: 142). Fine’s advocation of a ver-
tical analysis would be useful if we were to trace some of the commodity
and supply chains for everyday objects, especially, such as tea or coffee.

Commodity fetishism

Talking about the commodity, Marx defined it as “an external object, a
thing which through its qualities satisfies human needs of whatever kind”
(1990: 125), which is then exchanged for something else. But this defini-
tion obscures some of the complexities of so straightforward an idea. “A
commodity appears at {irst sight an extremely obvious, trivial thing. But
its analysis brings out that it is a very strange thing, abounding in meta-
physical subtleties and theological niceties” (1990: 163). To examine this
further, he borrows the concept of fetzshism from anthropology, which
refers to some pre-modern beliefs that inanimate things have magical or
godly powers. Together, the notion of the commodity and the magical
powers that seem to inhere he calls ‘commodity fetishism’. Referring back
to the discussion about use-value and exchange-value above, as long as it
is tied to its use-value the commodity remains simple. For example, in the
transformation of a piece of wood into a table through human labour, its
use-value is clear and, as product, the table remains tied to its material
use. However, as soon as the table “emerges as a commodity, it changes
into a thing which transcends sensuousness” (1990: 163). That is, the
connection to the actual hands and experiences of the labourer is removed
as soon as the table is connected to money, becomes exchange-value. In a
capitalist society people therefore begin to treat commodities as if value
inhered in the objects themselves, rather than in the amount of real labour
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expended to produce the object. “The mysterious character of the com-
modity-form consists therefore simply in the face thac the commodity
reflects the social characteristics of men’s own labour as objective charac-
teristics of the products of labour themselves, as the socio-natural proper-
ties of these things”, as Marx explains (1990: 164-165). A relation
between people (the labourer and the capitalist) instead assumes “the fan-
tastic form of a relation between things” (1990: 165, my emphasis).

In this, the real producers of commodities mostly remain invisible,
and this furthers the thing-like relation between the producer and the
product. We only approach their products “through the relations which
the act of exchange establishes between the products” (1990: 165). That
is, the ‘reality’ of an object derives from its exchange-value, and this
value is based on labour power. In exchange-value there is an equivalence
in terms of labour power, where every object can be traded for anocher.
Let's say a pair of Diesel jeans can be traded for a bottle of
Glenmorangie whisky; in this case there is an equivalence in labour
power, they require equal amounts of time and energy to produce, so
there is an equivalence in exchange-value. Since we only ever relate to
those products through the exchange of money, we forget the underly-
ing factor which alters the value of the commodity, the actual labour of
the producer. It is “precisely this finished form of the world of com-
modities — the money form — which conceals the social character of pri-
vate labour and the social relations between the individual workers, by
making those relations appear as relations between macerial objects,
instead of revealing them plainly” (1990: 168—169). The social relation
between people becomes the social relation between things. Gold and then
paper money become “the direct incarnation of all human labour”
(1990: 187), much as in pre-modern societies the totem becomes the
direct incarnation of godhead. As the labour behind commodities is
concealed and they become identified with abstract money-value, this
entails the alienation of the worker from the work produced, even from
other workers. “Men are henceforth related to each other in their social
process of production in a purely atomistic way; they become alienated
because their own relations of production assume a material shape which
is independent of their control and their conscious individual accion”
(1990: 187). Market forces appear to exist independently of any individ-
ual person, despite the fact that ultimately value accrues to an object
only because of human labour. As Corrigan (1998: 35) points out, Marx
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describes the sphere of exchange and relations between producers, but
there is no concern with what happens subsequently in consumption.

Moving on from Marx, Max Weber (1864-1920) developed insights
concerning consumption and cultural values. In Protestantism and
Calvinism he noticed the will to work, hence an emphasis on produc-
tion, but not the will to consume, and he dubbed this the “work ethic”
(1971). Briefly, his observation was that the religious values of
Protestantism entailed a motivation to build up and invest in an enter-
prise, hence to be hard-working and productive, but crucially not to
consume those products in luxurious living. This has the effect of delayed
gratification, and therefore of deferred consumption. The virtues of
thrift, hard work, and productivity are valued above decoration and
spending on frivolous objects. This can be seen especially in contrast
with Catholic cultures that stress extended family life, communal eat-
ing, and a more relaxed attitude to work and play.

Veblen and social emulation

Marx’s analysis of a generalised, commodity-producing society showed
that consumption is not simply a function of larger, determining eco-
nomic relations, which is something that neoclassical models assume.
Quantitative differences in ability to consume, based on income distribu-
tions that are associated with different class positions, have no immediate
implications for differentiation in consumption itself. In other words,
despite our social position and income levels, by and large we often desire
and aspire to the same things. This idea, of ‘social emulation’, is not new,
and assumes that those in lower socio-economic positions wish to eat and
dress in a way that emulates the trendsetters, those rich and idle enough
to be carried away by fashions and fancies. For example, champagne was
historically such an expensive drink that only the very conspicuously
wealthy could afford it, now, drinking champagne is more common
amongst a range of different social groups at one time or anothet, more
often amongst the upper middle classes than the lower middle classes. In
this case, emulation as a model works, as there are a number of different
luxury products that are increasingly available to, and purchased by, lower
socio-economic groups. In the case of both emulation and champagne,
there is another factor. As the lower socio-economic classes start to con-
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sume products once the strict reserve of the landed aristocracy, the truly
elite now become increasingly discerning, looking to other fashions and
products in order to justify their distinction, their good taste. This emula-
tion and search for the truly distinctive to enhance separation from the
majority of consumers was observed by Veblen in the early twentieth cen-
tury, and is observable today in the world of hip-hop, where particular and
distinctive brand names of champagne like Criscal (between US$150 and
US$600 per bortle in 2004) are drunk conspicuously by black musicians
like 50 Cent, brands that were once the strict reserve of the gentry. Let us
now contextualise these ideas historically.

Thorstein Veblen (1857-1929) wrote about emulation through con-
sumption practices in his classic book of 1924 The Theory of the Leisure
Class (1994). In it he looks at the then newly wealthy bourgeois leisure
class in New England. These nonveanx riches mostly gained their great
wealth from manufacturing and industry, and Veblen noted how,
through their consumption patterns such as styles of dress and food, they
emulated upper-class life in Europe. Veblen noted there were two ways
that their wealth could be displayed, to provide them wich an elite social
status. What he called “pecuniary standing” could be indicated by “con-
spicuous consumption”, the purchase and display of expensive and taste-
ful commodities, and “conspicucus leisure”, the ability to distance
oneself from the dirty, sordid details of production through living a life
of leisure, learning and travel. It was not just about “consuming freely of
the right kinds of goods” but also that one “consume them in a seemly
mannet” (Veblen, in Corrigan 1998: 24). In a city of strangers, however,
1t is easier to show your status through conspicuous consumption, espe-
cially through fashionable clothes, than through conspicuous leisure.

Of course, being newly rich through industry has a different conno-
tation than being rich through your family owning land for generations.
Thus the nouveaux riches are often looked down upon by the older,
landed aristocracies, who feel they have cultivated tastes. This idea of
‘social emulation’ is seen as key in the dramatic birth of consumption, as
to emulate the consumption praccices of a higher social order, wich their
fascination for perpetual novelty, requires large amounts of money.
While Veblen concentrated on the new leisure class in the United
States, the same principle of social emulation has been applied to the
working classes and their consumption habits. It is one explanation for
the continual drive towards increasing consumption in general and
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therefore the rapid growth of consumer society, and also an explanation
for the shift in tastes that occurs at the top of the consumption hierat-
chy, who seek to show increasing refinement and discerning tastes in
new areas, such as fashion, in order to distinguish themselves from the
imitators, the arrivistes, who have newly acquired money but no taste.
This idea is pursued more recently by Bourdieu (1984), whose theory of
‘distinction’ is discussed in the following chapter.

Within this model of social emulation, the drive to increasing com-
petitive consumption is a marker of social status throughout the hierar-
chy, and we notice an upward move in terms of the choice and
consumption of goods, and a downward move in terms of who dictates
what is truly tasteful rather than vulgar. The upward movement is indi-
cated by the fact that, in aspiring towards the higher end of the con-
sumption hierarchy, according to Storey, people “pursued ‘luxuries’ in
place of ‘decencies’, and ‘decencies’ in place of ‘necessities’” (1999: 5).
This upward trend tends to increase the standard of living, although
sometimes ‘necessities’ like meat were substituted by sugary tea and jam,
because the once-exotic commodity sugar started to become more com-
monplace, an inexpensive energy food for the industrial workforce (e.g.
Mintz 1986). Generally, however, the emulation model is reliant on
increased expenditure in order to maintain the aspirant’s social position.
The downward trend is the so-called ‘trickledown’ effect, where the
(landed, aristocratic) rich are seen as the ultimate source of demand for
consumer goods, and are the arbiters and manufacturers of good taste.
What they dictate as tasteful and fashionable, often a seriously wasteful
display of wealth, then trickles down the social hierarchy, meaning that
lower social orders will seek the same items and attempt to consume
similarly — first, the nowveau riche, then the upper middle class, and so on.

Simmel and urban consumption

Georg Simmel (1858-1918) locked at the massively changing and vibrant
modern metropolis of Berlin at the turn of the twentieth century. He
observed the new migrants entering the city, many of Polish descent, and
in his 1903 essay “The metropolis and mental life’ (1997) he presciently
observes that the modern city is “not a spatial entity with sociological con-
sequences, but a sociological entity that is formed spatially” (in Bocock
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1993: 16). That is, the city is not some pre-formed space into which we
humans simply spill, but is made through and maintained by our social
interactions and practices, including consumption. We might say that the
city is more a state of mind than a physical place, a sentiment echoed by
Lewis Mumford in The City in History (1961). In such a dynamic and ongo-
ing conceprion of the city, with new immigrants and altered ways of life,
Simmel noticed that we go through a psychological process of screening
out complex stimuli as a response to the huge array of signs, posters,
colours, smells, sounds and people in the city (see Harvey 1989). As a
result we develop a blasé attitude towards others in the city, not noticing
or acknowledging them the way we would in a smaller town or village.
Within this larger, anonymous urban environment, one way we reassert
our individuality and sense of identity is through patterns of consumption.

Thus it is easy to see the connection between newly urban forms of
life and more modern patterns of consumption, since consumption from
Veblen has been abouc articulating a sense of identity, adorning one's
body with clothes and decorations, and eating and drinking in a way
interpretable by others. Veblen had noted in the new leisure class, just as
in the landed aristocracy, that typically it was women who organised
social- life, and were a means for men to display wealth through “vicari-
ous consumption” — through commodities such as expensive clothes or
jewellery, or through experiences such as travel to Europe, raking lan-
guage lessons or horse riding. In the city, the display of wealth through
adornments and entertainments leads to an increased awareness of style,
and it is perhaps this word ‘style’ more than ‘taste’ that relates to our cur-
rent practices of consumption in the city. For both Veblen and Simmel,
the new bourgeois were attempting to legitimate their separation from
the working class by displaying their wealth, and so make the social hiet-
archy appear natural. Putting distance between the display of wealth
{(consumption) and the source of such wealth (industrial production)
effected this. The prestige of the display of wealth in their social life, that
15, Veblen’s notion of “conspicuous consumption”, increased their author-
ity over those further down in the social and economic hierarchy. And, as
in Veblen’s social emulation model, not only did conspicuous consump-
tion preserve status and legitimate position within a hierarchy, it offered
the display of material wealth as a model for others to aspire to. As
. extends its coercive

influence” throughout society as a whole (1994: 83—84).

Veblen put it, “the leisure class scheme of life
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One neat way we can see consumption work as a marker of status
within a hterarchy that subsequently encourages social emulation
throughout, is through che history of one particular commodity: bread.
From medieval times, white bread catried

high prestige ... the further down the social scale, the darker the
bread. The upper classes regarded black and brown breads with aver-
sion — it was even claimed their stomachs could not digest them -
while the lower orders aspired to white or whiter bread.

(Mennell, in Storey 1999: 41)

In past decades, of course, the reverse trend operates whereby browner
bread is identified with health as opposed to wealth. Nevertheless, the rip-
pling effect of social emulation stands out in this example. Simmel himself
wrote about the metropolis and the world of fashion in a way that extends
Veblen’s simple trickledown model of social emulation. Veblen had
observed that dress was an expression of wealth, that “our apparel is always
in evidence and affords an indication of our pecuniary standing to all
observers at the first glance” (1994: 167). Corrigan (1998: 164) notes that
Gabriel Tarde’s The Laws of Dmitation of 1900 made a similar point, that
social beings are imitative and therefore society itself is imitation, and this
is exemplified in fashion. But Simmel talked not only of imication but also
of differentiation in his 1904 essay ‘Fashion’ (1957), or in his terms “gener-
alisation” and “specialisation”. The “imitator” is freed from choice and cre-
ativity, for their fashion allows them instantly to be a member of a social
group. But the “teleological individual” is not an imitator but someone
specialised, different, “is ever experimenting, always restlessly striving, and
[reliant] on his own personal convictions” (Simmel, in Corrigan 1998:
170). Simmel’s writings on fashion show this tension between consump-
tion as a marker of wealth and status within the norms of a society, and
consumption as an exhibition of individuality. He saw fashion as develop-
ing primarily in the city, “because it intensifies a multiplicity of social rela-
tions, increases the rate of social mobility and permits individuals from
lower strata to become conscious of the styles and fashions of upper classes”
(Ashley and Orenstein 1990: 314). There is a dialectical process involved
in the development of tastes in fashion, then, where the norm is a pattern
of taste expressed through the purchase and!display of certain styles of
clothing. In fashion, as in other areas of taste, there is a continual cycle of
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establishing the norm, challenging it, and thereby deriving a newly alcered
norm which hastily abandons previously established norms. This dialecti-
cal process is accelerated by the urban environment, where cycles of pur-
chase and display are more rapid. Simmel concludes: “Fashion ... is a
product of class distinction” since as soon as lower social groups come to
imitate the consumption practices and fashions of the higher social group,
the latcer strive for newer and more expensive fashions, in order to main-
tain their elite social status (1957: 544), Through mechanisms of inclusion
and exclusion, fashion as consumption activity maintains and furthers che
social distinctions and differences upon which it depends. The importance
of distinction, the historical development of notions of taste to differentiate
oneself from other social groups through economic and cultural capital, is
examined morte recently by Bourdieu (1984).

In short, fashion is an example of an antagonistic process, thought
Simmel, which paradoxically allows personal values to be expressed at
the same time as norms are followed. This coexistence of social norms
and individual values in the context of tastes in fashion is echoed in
other patterns of consumption, as we shall see especially in the follow-
ing chapter. One of Simmel’s general remarks on fashion will be useful
in considering consumption and its relation to group and individual
identity in the following chapter, especially Hebdige's influential con-
cept of ‘subculture’: “fashion ... signifies union with those in the same
class, the uniformity of a circle enclosed by it, and ... the exclusion of
all other groups” (1957: 544). Underlying such antagonisms is the
sometimes creative tension between the individual and their fear of
incursion or intrusion by a collectivity, the throbbing organismic social
entity of the city. “The deepest problems of modern life derive from the
claim of the individual to preserve the autonomy and individuality of
his existence in the face of overwhelming social forces, of external cul-
rure, and of the technique of life”, as Farganis puts it (1993: 136).

THE ROMANTIC ETHIC AND THE MODERN CONSUMER

We have started to relate observable factors within economic theory and
the practices of consumption, where consuming indicates social position
and therefore becomes a bearer of meaning. If previously we have high-
lighted the separation between the rational economic and the symbolic
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aspects of consumption, Veblen’s emulation model searts to stress the sym-
bolic side. The trend towards the symbolic continues. There is another fac-
tor in the genesis of modern consumption thac still heavily informs actual
consumption practices today, shifting the emphasis from economic factors
and the model of social emulation to the notion of the ‘individual’ within
society, and the cultivation of the Romantic ideal of the individual in the
late eighteenth century. We can place this in the context of a shift from
elite consumption to mass consumption, arising out of the economic pros-
perity of England in the eighteenth century. Fashionable goods were
opened up to all but the poorest as a result, and the well-known industrial
revolution on the supply side was matched by a consumer revolution on
the demand side. An indication of this emerging consumer revolution is
given by Corrigan, who argues that attempts to mould taste were made in
early advertising and marketing, such as those by Josiah Wedgwood, the
famous ceramics producer, who tried to direct upper-class tastes knowing
full well chat the lower classes would follow. The observation that this con-
stituted a new “consumption ethic” or way of thinking about consumption
is made by Colin Campbell (1987). Campbell sees the continuicty between
the type of ‘disenchantment’ described by Max Weber (1970), being the
separation of humans and emotions from the natural world, and the sense
of loss of communion with nature that the Romantic movement felt. In
fact, the ticle of Campbell’s work, The Romantic Ethic and the Spirit of
Modern Consumerism, obviously consciously echoes Weber’s famous The
Prosestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. The Romantic element in the
formation of consumerism is evidenced by the emphasis on sentiment and
sensation in Rousseau, as is the beginning of the cult of the individual.
An emphasis on the change of the person, the ideal of the individual, is a
shift in thinking from more collective and socially cohesive patterns of
behaviour. Along with the ideal of the individual arises an unashamed
commictment to pleasure, and the perpetuation of the need to satisfy such
cravings for pleasure:

Romanticism provided that philosophy of ‘recreation’ necessary for a
dynamic consumerism: a philosophy which legitimates the search for
pleasure as a good in itself ... [thus it] served to provide ethical sup-
port for that restless and continuous pattern of consumption which
so distinguishes the behaviour of modern man.

(Campbell 1987: 201)
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It was the Romantic poet Coleridge for example who coined the term
“self-consciousness”, as if the phenomenon had not been experienced before,
based on the existence of a reflective individual (although see Glennie and
Thrifc 1996). The argument that a new consumption ethic occurs comes
from this development and acknowledgement of hedonism and the way that
pleasure could be derived not jusc from sensations, which may be easily
bought and sold, but also from emotions. As we will see in more recent the-
orisation of consumption, anticipation, desire and insatiability are not just
recent psychoanalytic ways to think about consumption, but are consistent
with Romancic ideas about daydreaming and phantasmagoria, and chese
themes of dreaming and phantasmagoria in the shopping arcades of Paris
ate dealt with explicitly by Walter Benjamin in his famous Arcades Progect of
1935, and we shall revisit this territory in more detail in Chapter 7. Let us
note briefly here the potential impact of daydreaming and desire on con-
sumption as being cultivated from the Romantic period, and the shift from
having to wanting as the focus of pleasure-seeking. Thus window-shopping,
daydreaming and desiring objects becomes a culturally permicted form of
consumption. The child-like fascination with perpetual novelty, the insatia-
bility of desire, and hence imaginary ancicipation as opposed to actual grati-
fication are all consistent with chis consumption ethic, and as applicable to
shopping malls today as to the arcades of nineteenth-century Paris. The rel-
evance to consumption of the ideal of the individual and the imagination
since the Romantic era is underlined by Campbell when he remarks that it
is important “to conceive of the culcural products as providing the material
for day-dreams rather than as besng day-dreams” (1987: 93, my emphasis).

THE FRANKFURT SCHOOL AND THE ‘MASS CULTURE
INDUSTRY’

The term ‘culture industry’ was coined in 1947 by Theodor Adorno and
Max Horkheimer in their book Dialectic of Enlightenment (1973). It was
used to describe what they saw happening especially in their newly
adopted home, America, to describe the processes and products of mass
culture. What they describe as ‘mass culcure’ is the mass-marketed cul-
cural products such as pop music, the films of Hollywood, and Disney
and its theme parks (see also Adorno 2001, especially pp. 61-97). The
Institute for Social Research was established at the University of
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Frankfurt in 1923, but with the rise of Hitler’s National Socialism some
key members fled to New York in 1933, and became known as the
‘Frankfurt School’. As high-minded émigrés they were extremely criti-
cal of populist forms of entertainment, so-called ‘low-brow’ culture.
Their immediate target was not the superficiality or depthlessness of
modern popular culture, but “instrumental reason”, an extension into
the modern age of Enlightenment rationality, the treatment of people in
all aspects of their work and leisure in a systematic, ordered, reasoned,
controlled way. This, thought Adorno and Horkheimer, was a natural
progression in capitalism, which increasingly allocates thing-like prop-
erties to people as well as objects, to substitute the universal (abstract,
exchangeable, calculable properties) for the particular (the actual prop-
erties of the person or object). Similarly they found a tendency in mass
culture to homogeneity and predictability, where cultural products are
marketed and sold in standardised forms to an undemanding public.
The expansion of mass production, they held, led to the commodifica-
tion of culture, and just as in any factoty, from cigarettes to cars to cul-
cure, this leads to standardisation. With this homogeneity, predictability
and standardisation, the culture industries mass-produce cultural prod-
ucts, and these are passively consumed by consumers. In this materialis-
tic culture, commodities lack authenticity and meet ‘false’ needs — needs
that are created, maintained and furthered by the mass culture industry.
The message here is clear, as Mackay summarises: “this perspective
attributed to consumers a profoundly passive role, portraying them as
manipulated, mindless dupes, rather than as active and creative beings”
(1997: 3). This tension between the consumer on the one hand as pas-
sive ‘dupe’ and on the other as active, creative agent is examined in
more detail in Chapter 6, when this tension between the consumer as
‘sucker’” and the consumer as ‘savvy’ is explored.

More recent theory considers the consumer to be active, creative, and
capable of appropriating the products of the culture industry and using
them for different purposes than those intended by the manufacturers.
Theorists such as Fiske (1989a; 1989b) and de Certeau (1984) for exam-
ple pursue the active and creative aspect, assigning to the consumer a
profoundly creative role. But before hastily dismissing the perspective of
the Frankfurt School as outdated or anachronistic, trying to understand
the expressive power and critical force of these critics is useful in consid-
ering the creative tension between these petspectives of the consumer as
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passive dupe or as creative agent. The charges of homogeneity, pre-
dictability and standardisacion of cultural products such as cheme parks,
Hollywood movies or popular music ring equally true in the early
twenty-first century as they did at the end of the twentieth, or the mid-
twentieth century, when the Frankfurt School were writing. One of the
most powerful recent sociological critiques of consumer society, Ritzer’s
cheory of ‘McDonaldization’ (1993, 1996), directly descends from the
observations of the Frankfurt School, explored in great detail in Chapter
3. In addition, while they were often harsh in their judgemencs of popu-
lar culture, the illusory promise of satisfaction within the culture indus-
try is noted by Adorno and Horkheimer, writing about the
pseudo-pleasure rather than real pleasure on offer to the consumer: “all
it actually confirms is that real point will never be reached, that the
diner must be satisfied with the menu” (1973: 139). The anticipatory
and ephemeral quality of consumer desire has been noted already in this
chapter, and will be revisited via Freud, phantasmagoria, daydreaming
and wishing in Chapters 4 and 7, on the body and spaces of consump-
tion, respectively.

Another prominent intellectual within the school was Herbert
Marcuse who, in an influential and polemical book One Dimensional
Man, claimed that through the workings of the culture industry, capi-
talism promoted an “ideology of consumerism”. We have already
encountered the way that affluence and conspicuous consumption for
Veblen's nouveaux riches meant they pursued ‘luxuties’ in place of ‘decen-
cies’, and ‘decencies’ in place of ‘necessities’, contributing towards an
increasing display of affluence through the consumption of commodi-
ties. Of course, this remains supremely relevant in our contemporary cli-
mate of mobile phones and prestige cars. Marcuse noted how the
ideology of consumerism entailed the creation and promotion of “false
needs”, that is, the fostering of the need for things not strictly necessary
for survival. Further, by literally buying into this promotion of false
needs, it works as a mechanism of social control (1968: 26-27). Not
only is this a powerful attack on consumer capitalism, but our accep-
tance of this ideology of consumerism makes us complicit with the sys-
tem of the promotion of false needs through the culture industry. Ic
leads to a depoliticised conformity, effectively limiting our goals and
actions only to those realisable within the framework of capitalism, and
rendering our political choices fairly meaningless. Marcuse’s observation
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of the creation of false needs as a mechanism of social control and alien-
ation is important, but there are two other pertinent factors in his social
critique.

First, Marcuse’s linking of consumer choice and politics is prescient,
as on the one hand we have the effective dampening of political action
by the shifting of our concerns onto false needs, new technologies and
commodities that can be bought, sold and aspired to. On the other
hand, chere is recent discussion of the way that citizenship is performed
through consumption (e.g. Hall 1989; Miller 1993), and how people
find that identity constructed through consumption is more empower-
ing than through traditional means. While there may be positive
aspects to this, the reduction of the sphere of political action and social
communication into the consumption and display of commodities, from
Marcuse’s post-Marxist point of view, would only further the ideology of
consumerism as a mechanism of social control. We have seen the corre-
sponding movement in the rhetoric of politicians in the US and the UK
recently, confirming the sanctity of ‘choice’, a value paramount for con-
sumers purchasing commodities, in the restructuring of public services
and policy decisions to the voting public.

Second, Marcuse’s observation of the work/leisure distinction as
mutually reinforcing has become one of the central tenets of Ritzer’s
McDonaldization thesis, and is the subject of much interest in sociolo-
gles and geographies of leisure. Marcuse essentially argued that, in the
same way that industrial capitalism has organised, observed and docu-
mented our work time, the culture industry similarly organises our
leisure time. One brief example will suffice. The queuing and spatial
manipulation of visitors at theme parks is often carefully disguised to
make the ‘work’ of queuing and waiting for the leisure’ and thrill of
che ride converge, through such devices as the cartoon-costumed staff,
other displays to watch, and the careful hiding of the number of sta-
tionaty, waiting people (time goes much slower if you see other bored
people in a non-moving queue; Underhill 2003: 191-194). Thus, often
using similar tricks and devices as those in the industrial and retail
organisation of time, our leisure time 1s similarly organised, and this is
an indication of the collapse of work and leisure as distinct categories
in post-industrial, consumer, or ‘late’ capitalism. As Gardiner docu-
ments in a book about everyday life, the French social theorists Guy
Debord and Henri Lefebvre both considered ‘leisure’ to be a site of
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manipulated pseudo-enjoyment (Gardiner 2000: 14). In Minima
Moralia (1974), Adorno was also concerned with the “withering away of
experience” through just such a false divide between work and leisure,
with the promise of pseudo-enjoyment from the culture industry, and
with preserving the richness and particularity of experience from che
homogenising effects of the commodity-form, especially those commod-
ified experiences offered by the mass culture industry.

Before moving on to discuss the consumer in late capitalism, after our
observations of the relevance of the Frankfurt School’s critique to recent
ideas in social theory, it is important to point out some shortcomings.
The Frankfurt School’s approach is a non-economistic extension of
Marxism, whereby the social and cultural factors of consumption are
examined as opposed to regarding it purely as an economic process.
Despite providing analyses of the cultures and ideologies of consump-
tion, there is no real critical engagement with acts of consumption them-
selves, and there is no room for the meaning or meaningfulness of
consumption. They simply do not allow the possibility that consumption
is a necessary human activity, since most needs are falsely implanted and
we are indoctrinated through the mass culture industry, Under their lens,
consumption is an unnecessary evil that only sustains the state apparatus
and disempowers us. Their viewpoint suffers from being elitist and con-
demnatory of everyday practices, and allows little space for any notion of
consumption as a symbolic activity in which meaning may be created
and exchanged. To even sit down with a cup of coffee and discuss their
post-Marxist ideas, we would be having to consume, and the everyday-
ness or banality of such actions are not within their scope. To relegate
large amounts of human everyday activity into meaningless banality is
instead to be concerned with the larger theoretical picture, and the force
of their criticisms of the ideology of consumerism is somewhat diluted
when their culcural elitism is taken into account. As Storey formulates it,
their model was that of “consumption as manipulation” (1999: 19),
where the consumer mindlessly consumed whatever was presented to
them through the mass culture industry. There is little space for resis-
tance or independence from such an enveloping blanket of mass culture.

In Adorno’s case, as Bernstein explains, mass culture is “more diverse,
dynamic and conflictual than [his] theory allows” (2001: 20). Positing a
theory of mass culture as Adorno did tends to unify and pacify a culcure
industry that mediates social change and conflict. Finally, the Frankfurt
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School are still concerned with economic base and cultural superstruc-
cure, and even if their analysis is not limited to purely economic pro-
cesses, their interpretation of cultural activities is severely hampered by
chis Marxist division. Stressing the economic aspects of consumption over
the symbolic in this way narrows the range of cultural activities they con-
sider meaningful, and we need to extend this analysis of consumption by
accommodating the important and meaningful symbolic aspects, which

concern us from chis point onwards.

CULTURE AND THE CONSUMER IN ‘LATE’ CAPITALISM

Popular culture is not consumption, it is culture - the active
process of generating and circulating meanings and plea-
sures within a social system: culture, however industrialized,
can never be adequately described in terms of the buying and

selling of commodities.
(Fiske 1989a: 23)

Moving away from the model of consumer as manipulated, it would be
timely to re-establish what consumption actually is, and reconnect it with
the purposive manufacturing and exchange of symbolic activity within
culture. The majority of this chapter has been a historical consideration of
consumption up to the Second World War. The remainder of this chapter
is concerned with looking at consumption after this, a transition to mass
consumption, and the way this impacted on an emerging popular culeure.
The post-war economic boom, with its new consumers and commodities
for them to buy, signalled a shift both in patterns of consumption and in
academic thinking about consumption. Continuing the trajectory of
thinking consumption from the realms of the economic to the symbolic,
the processes of culture that the quote from Fiske describes are based on
the circulation of meanings and signs within a commonly held system. In
a late capitalist consumer society, these meanings and signs are inextrica-
ble from, but not simply reducible to, the consumption and display of
commodities; and the habitual, everyday use we make of them in con-
structing and maintaining aspects of our identity.

So-called ‘mass consumption’ started in post-war America and came
to Britain, then Europe, as both mass production and consumption
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increased, meaning that the lower socio-economic strata could become
consumers too. As Bocock describes, the ‘new consumers’ of the post-
war era, but especially in the 1970s—1980s, organised themselves into
groups often based on patterns of consumption. Especially after the
1950s it was the young that were identified as the new, major matket,
which accelerated the growth of marketing and brands, targeting con-
sumers less on the basis of occupation or fixed social status than on self-
ascribed notions of identity within social groups (1993: 21ff., 100).
Such groups as the Teddy boys of the 1950s and the Mods and Rockers
of the 1960s wete notoriously defined by their clothes, their vehicles
and their haircuts — all markers of status that occur through the petfor-
mance of consumption. Of course, identity and branding have become
massively important issues in consumption, and chis is the concern of
Chapters 2 and 8, respectively. The shift from fixed status groups to
more mobile identities, constructed through dynamic patterns of con-
sumption, is also well documented. The Mods of the 1960s, for exam-
ple, found their identity within a group through buying a scooter,
fixing mirrors to it, wearing smart Italian suits. If, for reasons such as
marriage, mortgage or children, such a person can no longer take their
place in the social group, then the consumption pattern alters too, sub-
stituting nappies for natty suits, or a new washing machine for the
gleaming Piaggio scooter. The social identity and therefore the pattern
of consumption was simple. Since those times, we now have a range of
identities and affinities to social groups within our lifetimes, and we
have a more sophisticated notion of “lifestyles”, as Featherstone (1991a:
83) terms 1t, that are pursued, maintained and altered throughout our
lifetimes. Crucially, altering lifestyles entails altering patterns of con-
sumption. '

One thing that connects up historical work on economic consump-
tion and more recent academic debates about consumption is Fredric
Jameson’s idea of postmodernism as a cultural phenomenon emerging
from late capitalism. One of the questions then becomes: how do we
shift our thinking from historical debates concerning the economics of
consumption to present cultural activities in this era of late capitalism,
invoking post-war theories of the sign within consumer culture, espe-

cially as influenced by Roland Barthes. Jameson’s massively influential -

1991 book Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism takes
Ernst Mandel’s definition of “late capitalism” as the historical stage that
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succeeds the stages of market capitalism and monopoly (or imperial)
capitalism. Marx was writing at the stage of market capitalism, where
production was inflexible, commodity-based, and mostly domestic.
Monopoly or imperial capitalism acknowledged the globalisation of
trade, but perhaps this is better described as ‘internationalisation’ since
it was based on privileged trade relations between colonies and colonial
powers. So the subsequent stage, that of ‘lace’, ‘multinational’ or ‘con-
sumer’ capitalism, derives from the broad shift from production in
industrial capitalism to consumption in postindustrial capitalism.
Jameson considers this stage to be the “purest” form of capitalism, with
an associated rapid expansion in commodification (1995: 36). But there
are particular features of the cultural forms that arise in lace capitalism
which radically alter our perceptions and experiences of culcure itself.
Postmodernism is therefore a self-conscious shift, and is “unthinkable”
without the notion of “some fundamental mutation of the sphere of cul-
ture in the world of late capitalism”; he also notes the “prodigious
expansion of the realm of the ‘cultural’” (1995: 47-48). Unlike the pre-
vious era of modernism, exemplified in our discussion of the Frankfure
School, there was a clear separation between ‘high’ and ‘low’ forms of
art. In postmodernism, the separation becomes less distinct and while
commodification expands into ever-new areas, the notion of ‘culture’
widens to incorporate new areas. Jameson describes this as the col-
lapse of all distance, including critical distance, in the spaces of post-
modernism (1995: 48). In this expanded notion of culture, consumption
can be seen as the characteristic socio-cultural activity of postmodern or
‘late’ capitalism.

It was just such a notion of expanded culture that allowed Roland
Barthes to perform a semiological analysis of some of the myths and
objeces of mass culture. This was the subject of his 1957 book
Mythologies. His project as a critic of mass culcure, unlike the Frankfure
School’s harsh elitist dismissal, was to make explicit the “falsely obvi-
ous” through examination of the mass media such as advertising, to
examine the mythologies underlying mass culture (1973: 11). By look-
ing at such myths as the allure of Marilyn Monroe, or the shape of a
Citroén car, he saw how modern myths within mass culture were manu-
factured. Barthes looked at the secondary signification of such cultural
items, that is, looked at their connotations as opposed to the primary
significations of the images and the advertisements themselves, to try
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and understand how ‘myths’ are produced for mass consumption. Mych
becomes a way to make sense of our world, and as consumers of images
and advercising we have developed ways of reading and understanding
such myths, and are therefore complicit. The secondary significations,
the connotations of the objects, do not arise from nowhere but from our
existing “culeural repertoire”, as Storey (1999: 28) puts it. The sexual
allure of a blonde actress draws directly from the mythology of Marilyn
Monroe, for example, which icself reaches back into other aspects of our
cultural experience such as the notion of the femme fatale. But why talk
of 'myth’, exactly? A crucial property of myths is that they have no his-
torical character, they lose the memory that they were once manufac-
tured. Myths seem timeless, and things pass from history into the realm
of nature by way of myth; mythologies put into circulation ideas that
are ‘cultural’, that is, arise from culture, and make them understood as
‘natural’, as belonging to nature and always having been there. Wichout
history things lose their depth, and this depthlessness is the concern of
Jameson, as we have seen, and Baudrillard:

In passing from history to nature, myth acts economically: it abol-
ishes the complexity of human acts ... it organises a world which is
without contradictions because it is without depth, a world wide open
and wallowing in the evident, it establishes a blissful clarity: things
appear to mean something by themselves.

(Barthes 1973: 156)

Barthes also talked of the polysemic nature of signs, that is, the way
signs may point to multiple things simulcanecusly. While we bring our
ever-expanding culcural fepertoire to advertisements, for example, we
understand that some signs denote ideas or qualities directly, such as a
flag that represents a country. But we are aware often of other connota-
tions: the flag also symbolises the political ideology of the nation-state
and/or imperialism, for example, and may signify pride or dismay
accordingly. These connotations could not exist if we had no cultural
repertoire, any experience of other signs and myths. The image or the
advertisement not only draws from our cultural repertoire but also
expands it, creating increasingly sophisticated mychologies in the pro-
cess. This idea of the polysemic nature of signs, exemplified in Barthes’s
Mythologies and an analysis of the magazine Paris Match in an essay of

33



34

YOU ARE WHAT YOU BUY. THEORIES OF THE CONSUMER

1955, is crucial in our readings of the manifold mediations of popular
culture.

CONCLUSION: TOWARDS THE SYMBOLIC

Recapitulating what consumption is at this stage is helpful, as it widens
the usual definition from an isolated act of purchasing to the larger cul-
tural processes we have started discussing, and shifts the emphasis from
consumption as a discreet set of economic decisions to that of an ongo-
ing dialogue with others in a cultural context. Rapaport (1997) once
described “culeure as conversation”, and consumption can be seen as
another way of expressing oneself. For example, the anthropologists
Douglas and Isherwood see consumption in this light, as a form of
expression, “making visible and stable the categories of culture” (in
Storey 1999: 42). This is to apportion to consumption more than mere
imitation, or inclusion and exclusion from a group. Commodities
become a symbolic means to communicate with others, to engage in
that conversation of culture.

I wish to end this chapter by returning to an earlier theme, that of
Marx’s observations concerning consumption. In a frank and prescient
passage in the Communist Manifesto of 1848, Marx considers the develop-
ment of capitalism both positively and negatively, an important step in
thinking about the development of capitalism as a dialectical process.
This is to simultaneously acknowledge the demonstrably malevolent
features of capitalism alongside its undeniably liberating dynamism.
Might we not claim this for consumption and consumer culture in the
same way? Both the development of capitalism and that of consumption
can be thought “as catastrophe and progress all together”, in Jameson's
words (1995: 47). There is much to be said about the proliferation of
dynamism and creativity throughout consumption in later chapters, and
while it is important to understand culture and its performances in an
expanded and non-elitist way, it is equally important to bear in mind
the negative elements of a consumer culture that values inclusion, but
inclusion at a cost ~ to the poor, to the environment, to social values of
community and family, and much else besides. Thinking of the
Frankfurt School and the creation of “false needs”, of Jameson's “depth-
lessness”, we are in danger of relinquishing) important political ground
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at the level of individual and state. The fact is, there is never ‘enough’
attained. We cannot speak of a singular act of consumption without
locating it in larger processes, but we also think of consumption as end-
lessly delayed or deferred gratification, a continuous process. McCracken
(1988) talks of "displaced meaning” where objects represent bridges to
meanings that cannot be attained easily in the here and now. Instead,
they may be displaced onto a golden past, or even a bright hope for the
future. Whichever, goods are thought of as bridges to displaced mean-
ings — bridging that gap between presenc lived reality and che set of
ideals one keeps in mind. The watch that makes us feel like James
Bond, even though our wardrobe is more Bob Dylan. This need to
aspire to a different social group through the purchase and display of
commodities is immediately recognisable, and leads McCracken to
describe such goods as bridges to displaced meaning, and chis, he says,
is the engine of consumption. Whether this is indicative of bleak empti-
ness, or allows the romantic individual to come through in us, will be
the concern of the next chaprter.

NOTE

1 Miller (1993) notes that ‘consumerism' in the US is a consumer
rights movement.
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CONSUMPTION AND IDENTITY
MANUFACTURING CHOICE

INTRODUCTION

Properly manipulated [...] American housewives can be given

the sense of identity, purpose, creativity, the self-realization,

even the sexual joy they lack — by the buying of things.
(Advertising executive, in Friedan 1965: 181)

Man is initially posited as a private property owner whose
exclusive ownership permits him both to preserve his person-
ality and to distinguish himself from other men, as well as
relate to them ... private property is man's personal, distin-
guishing and hence essential existence.

(Marx, in Bourdieu 1986a: 280)

In chis chapter we explore the perception of choice as we experience it in
everyday acts of consumption. Starting from this seemingly simple task,
we are simultaneously asking about the role of consumer choice in the
production of identities. More specifically, seeing as all of us are embodied
consumers who originate from, or have histories that encompass, different
locales of this planet, it necessarily entails the production of gendered and
ethnic identities. Again, we identify a long reach of interconnection
between everyday acts of consumption and latger processes of identity for-
mation, between concrete choice and abstract éidentity. These connections,
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for the purposes of this chapter, can be approached in two ways. Firstly, by
examining the notion of choice and its centrality in our everyday experi-
ences of consumption. Secondly, by considering the role of identity in acts
of consumption, as either the expression of one’s ‘authentic’ identity or,
conversely, as the manipulation of consumer desire and aspiration, as in
the last chapter's reflections on the generation of “false needs” by the mass
culture industry. At the nexus of choice and identity, a brand’s importance
lies in its historical context as much as its current, taking the previous
chapter’s discussion of Veblen’s theory of “conspicuous consumption” as a
starting point. These two themes, of choice and identity, will be pursued
throughout the chapter, and will break down like this:

Choice

The ability to choose from a range of products is predicated on the
distinction between products, and what is unique within a product must
be made to stand out. By choosing certain products over others we are
exercising our judgement of saste, through which we articulate our sense
of class, background, and cultural identity. Hence the connection
becween taste, identity, and everyday acts of consumption. The choice of
particular products over others, the judgement of taste, is therefore
derived from our family background and the way we have been
socialised. Thus ‘lifestyle’, the exercise of judgements of taste and our
choice of products, is a mechanism for expressing identity. Lifestyle has
a decisive link with consumption as, at least in part, we define who we
are through what we buy.

Cultural identity

Advertising has been described as the poetry of capitalism. If advertis-
ing constructs products in the minds of consumers, it requires the com-
plicity of the mass media. It subsequently becomes translated into
consumer choices at the level of everyday life. In this pluralisation of
choice, what happens to the politics of cultural identity? Is culture
always subordinated to economic ends? There are enormous implica-
tions in terms of race and cultural appropriation, and the gendered roles
that consumption reinforces and maintains. We begin to answer these
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questions of cultural identity in this chapter by relating Bourdieu’s
notions of taste, lifestyle and habitus to youth consumption. Post-war
British youth, for example, rejected the values of their parents and
formed their identities and the expression of their own, distinct cultures
through the public display of affluence and hedonism. Not simply a
rejection of the dowdiness and austerity of their parents’ generation, this
association of conspicuous consumption with youthful vitality and indi-
vidual expression solidifies for us the relation between consumption and
identity. The book will pursue this lacer with reference to the relation-
ships between consumption, authenticity, and racial and gendered rep-
resencacion. This is especially the case with brands, as will be seen in
Chapter 8. What we hold to be truly ‘authentic’ is crucial in terms of
our ownership and display of certain commodities, and to a large extent
moulds how we are seen, and how we wish to be seen. Thus throughout
this chapter I will be following Barker’s distinction between self-identity
and social identity. ""The conceptions we hold of ourselves we may call
self-identity,” he explains, “while the expectations and opinions of oth-
ers form our social identity” (2000: 165). At the heart of this chaprer,
then, is the exploration of how the purchase and display of certain com-
modities impacts on how we see ourselves, and how others see us.
Connecting up these notions of consumer choice, brand and cultural
identity it will be useful initially to look at the work of Pierre Bourdieu,
whose book Distinction (1986a) provides a sociological analysis of che

Fight Club: What kind of things define me as a person?

In‘the film Fight Club (USA; 1999; dit. David Fincher), the protago-
nist Tyler. Durden is  looking through:an IKEA catalogue, ordering
overthe phone, and wondering: “What kind:of plates define me as'a
person?” o : ‘

The whole: film has an acute anticonsumerist ethic; a roaring:
need to reconnect with the ‘authentic’::With a wry tone the narrator
announces::"We are produicts of lifestyle obsession. Murder; crime,
poverty. do riot concern me. What concérns me-are celebrity maga-
zines, television with:five hundred: channels and-a designer:name
on my underwear.” ‘
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way that social groups form and maintain their identities by a process of
distinguishing themselves from others, this process of distinction being
performed through acts of consumption. Bourdieu’s notion of discinc-
tion therefore bridges the last chapter’s historical consideration of con-
sumption as deeply structured with more current ideas of the brand,
choice and culeural identity. Proceeding from Bourdieu’s influential but
largely class-based analysis, we will then consider more fluid, individual
and expressive roles of consumption that take more account of the role
of personal choice, rather than class-based expectations, in the formation
of individual identities. Seeing consumption as more creative, as a way
of performing particular cultural and ethnic identities in multifarious
ways, is to argue against Bourdieu and for a more playful appropriation
of commodities for our own ends. This chapter also starts to introduce
the theme of the aestheticisation of everyday life, which will become
increasingly prominent in later chapters.

Positional consumption

Before discussing Bourdieu in some depth, two aspects of the historical
approach in the previous chapter will help establish a context. We can
use Celia Lury's phrase “positional consumption” (1996: 46) to sum-
marise this. Commodities are purchased and used as markers of social
position by consumers who are defining their relative position in regard
to other consumers. Veblen'’s theory of the new ‘leisure class’, discussed in
the previous chapter, held this view. Veblen’s observations of these
nouveaux riches revealed their patterns of consumption to be based on
marking a social position, as well as innovating in terms of fashion or
style, and it was these aesthetic innovations, that s, stylistic considera-
tions and fashion statements, that instantly marked out the really
wealthy from the nearly wealthy; the old money from the ronveans riches,
or those who had positions of culeural influence, who could dictate taste
and fashion, from slavish followers. As discussed in the previous chapter,
Veblen assumed a model of social emulation, in which the dictators of
fashion and innovation were emulated by those lower down the scale.
Another articulation of this marking out a position is that of Simmel.
When Georg Simmel was describing the transformation of social life
then occurring in the increasingly large and bustling metropolis of the
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early twentiech century, he noted that we develop a “blasé outlook”
(1997: 72) not present in smaller towns or within village life. In his
classic essay of 1903, “The metropolis and mental life’, he hypothesises
that we become psychologically attuned or adapted to the increased
speed, rhythm and intensity of the urban environment. As such, he
argues, this process of the intensification of consciousness extends into

consumption:

This is why the metropolis is the seat of commerce and it is in it that
the purchasability of things appears in quite a different aspect than in
simpler economies. It is also the seat of the blasé attitude. In it is
brought to a peak, in a certain way, that achievement of the concen-
tration of purchasable things which stimulates the individual to the
highest degree of nervous energy.

(1997: 73)

Simmel is making important connections here between the urban envi-
ronment, our psychic life, and the process of consumption and identity
formation. The increased tempo and the over-stimulation of colours and
sounds of the metropolis alters the way we perceive things — in more
recent parlance, it alters our perceptual ecology (e.g. Gibson 1966;
Ingold 2000) — and, instead of responding emotionally or politely to
everyone walking past us, we take notice of things only insofar as they
stand out, obtrude, are marked as different. Hence the stimulation by
consumer goods (“purchasable things”) in gaudy shop window displays.
And in order to stand out, says Simmel, the way people dress and
behave must be marked as different, too, and this is a particularly urban
phenomenon. Styles of dress and behaviour are exaggerated, eccentrici-
ties are in abundance, as our meetings and encounters with others in the
utban environment ate so fleeting and fasc. The display of eccentricities
and extravagances through clothing and behaviour is “a form of ‘being
different’ — of making oneself noticeable” (1997: 77). Relating this to
our psychic life, the motivation for marking oneself out as ‘different’
arises not only as a resulc of the increased tempo and speed of perception
in the urban environment, but as a way of asserting individuality, of
maintaining self-esteem. This is especially so in the face of an increas-
ingly indifferent and impersonal city, where the individual must serug-
gle to assert themselves. As against the “impersonal cultural elements

CONSUMPTION AND IDENTITY

and existing goods and values” that constrain the individual’s sense of
unique identity and personality, “extremities and peculiarities and indi-
vidualizations must be produced and they must be over-exaggerated
merely to be brought into the awareness of the individual himself”’
(1997: 78). We get the sense here that, like the processes of natural
selection, the metropolis encourages and amplifies the rapid develop-
ment of markers of difference, to reassert individuality in the face of an
impersonal environment, and to become noticed. This is an important
theme in the formation of cultural identity cthrough consumption, the
subject of a later section.

In the same way, we can see ‘lifestyle’ as a set of positional markers
that define a social group and that mark difference from other groups,
with different lifestyles, through the use and display of consumer goods
(e.g. foods, clothes, carpets, scooters) and culcural goods (e.g. music, are,
film). As we started to argue in the previous chapter, this is a move from
the economic and strictly material to the symbolic, or as Baudrillard
(1988) puts it, from the logic of production to the logic of signification,
from use-value or material urility to sign-values. This is a relacively
recent move, as Hirsch (1977) has noted. Hiscorically, only elites could
(licerally) afford to exhibit positional consumption, so the democratisa-
tion of positional consumption occurs especially after the Second World
War. The uneasy transition from wartime austerity to the post-scarcity
economics of mass consumption necessarily produces ripples through
the culrural fabric of developed Western economies. !

Subsequently, in a post-war boom economy of mass-produced and
standardised goods, consumption becomes competitive. As was noted in
Chapter 1, what were previously classified as ‘wants’ suddenly become
‘needs’, and chis was facilitated by the shift in the organisation of capi-
talism from Fordism to post-Fordism. In the escalation of wants into
needs, the separation of luxuries from necessities must be maintained,
and this can only happen in stable societies. As Mary Douglas notes, any
consumer society is competitive and the way we signal to others is
through how we consume — and this relies on the maintenance of some
distinction between luxury and necessity:

The truth is that consumerism is a highly competitive way of living, in
which everything must be dragged in to the purpose of pleasing a
client or ally. Competitive consumerism needs luxuries all the time for
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a rational deployment of resources. Competition needs to tear down
community boundaries, to expand the range of its dealings. There is
no surprise that it scoffs at the restraints on spending as well as the
disciplines of the body which keep consumption within bounds.
(Douglas 2003: 149)

Douglas's anthropological perspective is resolutely recognisable here, and
future chapters will look at the notions of testraint and excess, of the dis-
cipline and transgression of the body in consumption. The distribution
of luxuries and necessities, effected through the “rational deployment of
resources” within a society, is significant for us in terms of both social
emulation and positional consumption, That is, through our display and
conspicuous consumption of particular luxury goods we indicate our
identities and aspirations. After the Second World War, the brand func-
tioned increasingly as a marker of taste, of social identity and aspiration.
The importance of the brand for global capitalism will be discussed in
detail in Chapter 8, but in terms of the nexus between choice, identity
and, increasingly, ethnicity, the section ‘Identity through consumption’
(below) will explore further theories and examples.

Moving from a logic of production to a logic of signification might
entail, however, that signs flatten out, are splayed or displayed before
us. The endless production and consumption of signs would seem to
promote the “depthlessness” that Jameson (1995) proclaims. MTYV,
youth television and its new rhetorics of the image seem to flicker and
entrance like the magic lanterns of the nineteenth century, as depthless
images whirl past at breakneck speed. Baudrillard’s hyperbole goes fur-
ther, later, declaring there is a potentially infinite play of signs, and as
members of society we become merely carriers of those signs. This is one
symptom of what he calls the “implosion of the social” (1994a, espe-
cially pp. 100-102). As you may be able to surmise, Baudrillard’s writ-
ing on consumption is equally flawed and fascinating. Some of this will
be appraised later, especially in Chapter 9 which concerns the postmod-
ern consumet. The point concerning the infinite play of signs is raised
here, however, to warn of the potential danger of ignoring the concrete
actualities undetlying those acts of consuming and bearing signs. As
embodied beings, brute economics hits us in our homes and places of
repose, materially affecting our bodily pro¢esses through the foods we
eat and the clothes we can barely afford to wear. Our income level, our

CONSUMPTION AND IDENTITY

gender and our ethnicity impose restraints and alter our potential to
participate in this free play of signs. Before celebrating the implosion of
the social, therefore, we need to grasp in what ways the work of con-
sumption is pecformed by particular social groups, in what ways iden-
tity is formed and performed therein.

BOURDIEU: TASTE AND ‘DISTINCTION’

The work of the distinguished French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu
(1930-2002) would be an ideal bridge between historical theories of
consumption and more recent discussions of a “new consumer sensibil-
ity” that is based on ‘lifestyle’ (e.g. Hebdige 1988; Featherstone 1991a).
Bourdieu'’s strong influence on social theory in general, and the relevance
of his work on consumption in particular, will be discussed in this chap-
ter along two lines. Firstly, his ideas abour distinction, with the cheoreti-
cal and empirical investigation of how commodities become markers of
raste or distinction between groups. Secondly, and corresponding to con-
cerns of everyday life in this book, his notion of ‘habitus’ and how that
helps shape and determine lifestyle and patterns of consumption.

Habitus and lifestyle

Bourdieu’s Distincrion (1986a) is a long, involved study that merges
Marx’s and Veblen’s strong concern with social class. From Marx he
draws on the structural distinction between classes, but from Veblen he
draws on the desire to display distincrion. However, Bourdieu makes
these class distinctions more supple by distinguishing between two
forms of capital, economic capital (pay, monetary value) and cultural capital
(status, societal value). Certain professions, such as teachers or college
lecturers, are accorded a higher status in society chan their pay and con-
sumption pacterns would suggest. At least in France, teachers and lec-
turers enjoy a relatively high level of cultural capital, while receiving a
lower level of economic capital. In Britain, plumbers are the reverse,
enjoying a relatively high level of economic capital but not achieving
the influence, respect or status that cultural capital entails. Bourdieu
thinks that cultural capital, while often related to economic capital, is
fostered within the /ifestyle of a class (“class fraction”).
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Lifestyle, the choice of products and the desire for certain goods, is
not simply a function of high or low income. It is generated from the
habitus, the way that the perception of the social world is structured.
Therefore, social distinction does not derive from social class directly, but
is the result of socialisation into a way of life, the ‘habitus’. Bourdieu
here refers to a “systematicity” (1986a: 173), arguing that lifestyles are
systematic products of habitus, that is, habitus is a system through which
we surround ourselves with, and desire, certain objects according to out
perceptions of the social world. The habitus is therefore manifested in an
orientation to the present, through surrounding oneself with certain
objects and not others. It is also manifested in the future, such as the way
certain groups stress instant gratification over delayed gratification.

From the habitus of an individual, based on their socialisation into a
group that has certain tastes and is manifested in a certain lifestyle, cul-
tural objects are acquired or consumed. Things that indicate social posi-
tion or status, which require being knowledgeable or a connoisseur, the
acquisition of such cultural objects needs time. This pursuit of
distinction is a “pure, pointless expenditure” says Bourdieu (1986a: 280)

Figure 2.1 One of the supreme pleasures of life? Picking olive oils.
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SHOPPERS PICK OLIVES

OLIVE oil is outselling Britain’ s tradltronal cookmg oils for the
first time. ,

Analysts say forelgn travel and a hunger for healthier optlons
helped the Mediterranean favourite overtake the lower-priced veg-
etable and sunflower:based products.

The Italian-made Filippo Berio brand is now the country's best»
selling cooking ori with old favourite Crisp.'N Dry second.: Six other
brands in the top ten are all from the Mediterranean. ‘
Source: Daily Mail, 2 August 2004, p 1. 2004, Assoc;ated News:
papers Ltd.

which shores up cultural capital, enhancing social status and prestige,
but taking time and taste, discernment.

Let us take the example of the consumption of olive oil (see the newspa-
per extracts). The cook Elizabeth David once described olive oil as “one of
the supreme pleasures of life” (in Townsend 2000), and its popularity cer-
tainly seems to be symptomatic of a general trend to develop a morte
sophisticated, more Mediterranean, healthier lifestyle. But it is not neces-
sarily a function of class whether you buy olive oil, or a particular brand, or
whether you simply buy cheaper vegetable oil. It is a function of the
habitus, the way of perceiving and negotiating the social world, so that our
choice of olive oil over vegetable oil derives from being socialised into
choosing the supposedly healthier option. This taste for a more expensive
and supposedly healthier product ts not simply related to level of income.
Bourdieu atgues that it is faste rather than high or low fncome which struc-
tures the practices associated with consuming such resoutces, and that,
depending on one’s position within a system based on identifying oneself
with a social group and distinguishing oneself from others, this generates a
set of ‘choices’ that constitute ‘lifestyles” (1986a: 175). Choosing olive oil
over vegetable oil is a choice that indicates an orientation to future health
as opposed to instant gratification, is a matter of taste in that it is a luxury
rather than a necessity, and so is a choice of the more 'knowing’, healthy
consumer. By putting olive oil in out shopping basket, we instantly join
the more select, knowing body of consumers with a sensible and healthy

45



46 CONSUMPTION AND IDENTITY

OLIVE OIL - IT'S A SLIPPERY ISSUE

DO WE REALLY NEED TO KEEP FIVE DIFFERENT TYPES IN THE
CUPBOARD? ANNIE BELL REPORTS

Until recently,-we're reminded, we‘had to rely on the chemist for ‘
ear-drops to drizzle over our bruschette. Now, according to the mar-
keting message, our salvation I|es in embracmg the rich d:ver5|ty of

olive oil:

Bertolli now sells a range of no less than five olive oils, each for
a different purpose, in the UK. Hang on, at the last count we only
needed three. Now we're told: “No ltalian kitchen has just one olive

oil that is used for everything, three is the absolute minimum but -
for preference, five is the perfect number.” This oily proclamation is
echoed by the UK-based company Beluza, which'is promoting three
~regional extra virgin olive oils. One is “ideal for fish, vegetables and
carpaccio”, another for “grilled vegetables or use in marinades”,
and yet ‘another is good for “soups, casseroles and perfect for

grilling and roasting meat”. : e
Source: from the /ndependent (London), 28 April: © 2001, p.17.
2001, Newspaper Publishing PLC.

lifestyle, as opposed to those with a less healthy lifestyle. We sauté our
potatoes in olive oil; they fry their chips in vegetable fat.

Once a luxury product in the UK, the consumption of olive oil on a
large scale is a relatively recent phenomenon, and even more recent is
the proliferation of different brands and types of olive oil that expand
into niche luxury markets. Once a generic but luxury product, particu-
lar brands and types (virgin, extra virgin) say much about our social
position and the place of being knowledgeable about foodstuffs, and
indicate some more general tendencies in consumption. Such tendencies
include, but are not limited to: our increasing awareness of foodscuffs’
locales and places of origin, which goes hand in hand;with the gastro-
nomic component of tourism (gastro-tourism); the increased sophistica-
tion in terms of flavours, textures and taste that comes from familiarity
and discernment ac home and away, which takes time and money; and
apportioning a relatively larger amount of income on luxury goods,
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especially luxury foodstuffs, in certain sections of society. One final gen-
eral tendency, discussed further in the following section, is an increas-
ingly sophisticated awareness by the consumer of brands and their role
in the construction of specific or aspirational lifestyles, and thus in che
formation of cultural identity.

Habitus, lifestyle, and the effects on the body

Bourdieu's observations on distinction, taste and lifestyle are not limited
to class-based observations concerning consumption, as we have seen,
but incorporate the larger perceptions of, and interactions within, the
social world. Hence there are real, concrete effects on bodies that result
from these perceptions and interactions, ways of being socialised. The
pursuit of distinction, the development of taste, is not only conceptual
but also corporeal. In describing the consumption of those cultural
objects signifying a boutgeois lifestyle, for example, he points to some-
thing of the range of these other corporeal and stylistic effects:

In the ordinary situations of bourgeois life, banalities about art, litera-
ture or cinema are inseparable from the steady tone, the slow, casual
diction, the distant or self-assured smile, the measured gesture, the
well-tailored suit and the bourgeois salon of the person who pro-
nounces them.

(1986a: 174)

Similarly, one’s taste in food is reflected in, and literally incorporated
into, each class or class fraction’s idea of the body. Not only in terms of
gait or posture (erect and proud versus sloping and slovenly), but in
terms of body shape. This is in part the accumulated effects of foodstuffs
of various kinds, alongside movement and posture, and so the culture of
the body, its healch, strength and beauty, is affected by these factors, and
alters between class fractions with their different notions of habitus.
“Taste, a class culture turned into nature, that is embodied, helps to shape
the class body” (1996: 192, original emphasis). It is a materialisation of
class taste, the literal incorporation of attitudes to caring for and treat-
ing the body, the attitude to healthy or unhealthy lifestyles, the accu-
mulated acceptance of some bodily postures and movements over others.

47



48

CONSUMPTION AND IDENTITY

To massively simplify, the class body will be shaped and act differently
according to whether you eat Crisp’n’Dry or virgin olive oil.

Bourdieu’s study has allowed us to consider some key concepts in
consumption, providing a platform from which to investigate further
the dynamics of identity and choice within larger structures of family
background, socialisation and class. The implications of Bourdieu’s
notion of ‘taste’ and ‘lifestyle’ we can summarise as threefold. Firstly, by
analysing taste as a pursuit of distinction from other social groups it
suggests that the field of consumption is not as open to us as some
would claim. Our taste in commodities is in large part structured by our
need to distinguish ourselves from other consumers. Secondly, and
related to this, our social class and groupings already structure how we
consume and the knowledge we bring to it. The element of choice is
then diminished to a function of our class background, and we are less
likely to choose a commodity outside of the perceived range of products
appropriate to our habitus. Referring back to the olive oil example,
Volvo owners are more likely to buy branded olive oil than Crisp’n’Dry.
Finally, and as a consequence of this, cultural hierarchies and subordina-
tion are perpetuated as a result.

The above limitations point to an overly structural analysis.
Bourdieu’s notion of ‘taste’ points towards those socially observable
ways in which we do culcural work, by individuating ourselves within a
chosen cultural group, and through differentiating ourselves from other
such groups. Yet we have seen how the ability to articulate our notions
of identity may be limited by factors such as social class. Unlike
Veblen’s new leisure class, post-war consumption has departed from a
singular model of social aspiration. There are other, less structuralist
articulations of consumption and identity that allow more playful,
ironic or creative ways of actively choosing commodities, or choose to
use them in different, sometimes unintended, ways. Featherstone’s dis-
cussion of ‘lifestyle’ has pointed in this direction, and we will continue
on this path.

‘Lifestyles’

Following on from Bourdieu’s observations about the role of lifestyle and
taste in the formation of the body and its habits, shape and attitudes, we
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arrive at a more expanded notion of ‘lifestyle’, no longer based in class
structures but more readily reflecting che shifts and transformations of
identity and consumption occurring within cthe social sphere.
Featherstone writes of this more marketing-led, familiar notion of
‘lifestyle’ that derives from post-war affluence and increased consumption
amongst different age groups and across classes. This notion of lifescyle is
not fixed to certain classes or fixed social groups, but is indicative of a
more fluid notion of a style of life, the aestheticisation of everyday life
chrough the consumption of certain commodities over others:

The term ‘life-style’ is currently in vogue [...] within contemporary con-
sumer culture it connotes individuality, self-expression, and a stylistic
self-consciousness. One's body, clothes, speech, leisure pastimes, eat-
ing and drinking preferences, home, car, choice of holidays, etc. are to
be regarded as indicators of the individuality of taste and sense of style
of the owner/consumer. In contrast to the designation of the 1950s as
an era of grey conformism, a time of mass consumption, changes in
production techniques, market segregation, and consumer demand
for the wider range of products, are often regarded as making possible
greater choice [...] We are moving towards a society without fixed sta-
tus groups in which the adoption of styles of life (manifest in choice of
clothes, leisure activities, consumer goods, bodily disposition) which
are fixed to specific groups have been surpassed.

(Featherstone 1991b: 83, my emphasis)

Here, then, is the nexus between lifestyle, choice and identity as per-
formed through the consumption and display of particular purchasable
goods. The acknowledgement that our identity owes less to structured
class groups, as Bourdieu would have it, and more to our choices and
patterns of consumption that are more fleeting, capricious, ephemeral, is
significant. We consume less to mark out our fixed social position,
therefore, and more to indicate our aspirations, our intentions, our social
trajectories at that time. Lifestyles then are no longer “macro-social phe-
nomena of marketing lore”, or even class structure, but become “an
expression of continuous social change and the development of unrei-
fied, affective groupings” (Shields 1992: 14).

Nevertheless, the more flexible definition of lifestyles still places
emphasis on two concepts that are contiguous with Boutdieu, taste and
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cultural capital. As will be pursued in more detail wichin the spatial con-
text of the shopping mall (in Chapter 7, concerning the spaces of consump-
tion), malls are hothouses of social groupings based less on fixed, shared
background or class structure, and more on shifting, shared feelings, affini-
ties ot identifications. As Langman (1992: 58) shows, adolescents in partic-
ular find in malls a space free from the scrutiny of parents or teachers, and
social groups cohere through a common definition of ‘cultural capital’,
becoming temporal subcultures that are based on consumer tastes — the
right kind of clothes, trainers, tattoos, sports equipment, and so on:

In contemporary consumption sites it is hypothesized that new
modes of subjectivity (at the level of the person), interpersonal rela-
tionships (at the level of the group) and models of social totality are
being experimented with, ‘browsed through’ and ‘tried on’ in much
the same way that one might shop for clothes.

(Shields 1992: 15)

CONSUMPTION, AUTHENTICITY AND IDENTITY

One of the pervasive attitudes to consumption in academic circles is dis-
dain, scepticism, the sense that — almost by definition — consumption is
opposed to authenticity. The previous chapter highlighted the history of
theotising consumption and marked out the Frankfurt School in partic-
ular as an influence that was highly sceptical of the generation of “false
needs” by consumer capitalism. But the argument that buying con-
sumer goods or services only further alienates the consumer from the
test of society only holds so much water. Danny Miller for example has
labelled as myth the idea that consumption is opposed to authenticity,
because “new, unprecedented forms of cultural difference” may be as
significant or authentic as existing forms (1993: 25). Often, culture can-
nibalistically consumes and reinvents itself, such as in the Renaissance
pastiche of classical styles in art and architecture. An essay by Trevor-
Roper in The lnvention of Tradition (1983) rather intriguingly examines
how the Victorians reinvented older traditions and made them their
own, thereby complicating the question of what is truly ‘authentic’. The
familiar call of culeural critics is that the exercise of itrational or fantas-
tic desires through acts of consumption is unprecedented, as if there has
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been a decline from an earlier state of use-value or necessity. This is a
staple element of Marxist cultural critique, discussed in the previous
chapter as the myth of a prelapsarian society pre-existing the onset of
capitalism. Miller, being an anthropologist, points out thac rarely are
objects valued for their functionality alone. In Melanesian society, for
example, the decoration of pots suggests effort is expended in the craft-
ing of an object that extends beyond mere use-value. Instead, he asserts
that it is the abstraction of pure function, the idea that things can be sep-
arated into their use-value and exchange-value, that is unprecedented
(1993: 26). In other words, for us to posit an idea of the use-value of an
object, this is itself a Western economic abstraction from the manifold
meanings and significances that a crafted item accrues within a material
culture. Admittedly, the phenomenon of over-consumption, especially in
more developed Western societies, the scimulus to consume above one's
means, may be unmatched in other societies.

In a range of economies and societies, therefore, what is generally
undeniable is the way that objects have a cultural significance along with
their purposeful utilicy. Hence we refer to them as cultural objects. We
can shift the focus of questions of authenticity then to the context of
social groups, to the centrality of the formation of 'lifestyle” as opposed to
‘class’, as Bourdieu has done. To return to the theme of positional con-
sumption at the beginning of this chapter, with the increasingly fluid
formations of cultural identities in post-war society, individuals move
from one subcultural group to another, and consumption - the character-
istic socio-cultural activity of postmodern capitalism, according to
Jameson (1995) — is the positional marker within that subcultural group.
Contrasted to this are the murtually exclusive patterns of consumption
and leisure practices that are separate and distince, typical of modernity
thinks Bocock (1993: 81). Thus, rather than thinking about consump-
tion as a positional marker of relative wealth and display, thac is, Veblen’s
idea of conspicuous consumption, we can think of consumption as a
marker of status and position within a loosely formed social group.
Consumption functions not as the enforcement of the separacion of che
means of production from the display of consumption, hence asserting
one’s status through affluence and expenditure per se. In chis model it
functions instead as the display of cultural objects that indicate one’s
social position or cultural style within a group, consumers defining their
own position in regard to other consumers (see Lury 1996: 46).
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To have isto be ...?

Of necessity, therefore, material possessions have come to signify iden-
tity so that, at least for modern Western societies, to have is to be (Lury
1996, after Dittmar 1992). Referring back to pre-industrial societies
and their circuits of reciprocity and exchange of material goods, the
anthropologists Mary Douglas and Baron Isherwood examine the impor-
tance of material goods (cultural objects) as meaningful markers of
social relations, considering the historical continuity between pre-indus-
trial and industrial societies (1979). Summarising their work, Lury
remarks that: “It is in acquiring, using and exchanging things that indi-
viduals come to have social lives” (1996: 12). Elsewhere, Douglas has
written about the “semiotic richness” of objects, notwithstanding how
the artistry and eccentricity of commodities must fit within the frame-
work of the community. Objects are coded, she says, and this affects all
consumption within that community:

Everyday objects are minutely graded to their uses. Special objects are
endowed with semiotic richness and their consumption is hedged
with rules, so that they can mark the occasions that the community
celebrates itself. The objects are coded, and to know the coding is to
claim membership. This is the basis of the tyranny which embeds
every consumption choice in a communication system.

{Douglas 2003: 148)

The ‘tyranny’ that she speaks of is that of the surveillance of neighbours
who ensutre that the coded objects are used appropriately within the
communication system.

If the movement of goods in this way becomes part of a larger social
system of symbolic exchange, cultural objects imbue their owners with
particular characteristics by virtue of the relations of ownership, and
this is what enhances the desirability and therefore exchangeability of an
object. Social bonds between individuals in groups, and between groups
themselves, are cemented in this way. This core mechanism is central to
notions of the cultural value of the object, authenticicy and cultural
identity, especially so in late capitalism. The additional factor here is an
increasingly reflexive awareness of social identity and self-identity. The
individual in late capitalism becomes the “possessive individual”, where
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relations to material propetty are based on individualised rather than
collective conceptions of the acquisition and ownership of objects. As
Dittmar explains,

in Western materialistic societies ... an individual's identity is influ-
enced by the symbolic meanings of his or her own material posses-
sions, and the way in which he/she relates to those possessions.
Material possessions also serve as expressions of group membership
and as means of locating others in the social-material environment,
Moreover, material possessions provide people with information
about other peoples’ identities.

{1992: 205)

Lury goes on to argue that our increasingly reflexive relations to self-
identity are accelerated by the development of so-called ‘expert knowl-
edges’. There are numerous examples: the increasing proliferation of
fashion and lifestyle magazines, the popularity of makeovers and
makeover television shows, whether for the home, the garden, the body or
the face. Magazines that tell us how to dress to impress, that contain fash-
ion tips and cosmetics advice, penetrate into many areas of readership, to
teenager level (e.g. Sugar magazine’s tagline: ‘Britain’s no. 1 teen mag’)
and below. The tendency for expert knowledges to encroach upon many
material and social aspects of our lifestyles goes beyond mere buying
advice. A recent trend has been for ‘life coaches’, the practice of employ-
ing experts to turn one’s life around, to make us healthier, happier, ficeer,
more competitive (see e.g. Ballinger 2003). In almost Veblerian style, a
practice employed by celebrities and the extremely wealthy is now avail-
able for the resc of us. Thus our lifestyle, an area of experience in which
previously we were in command of our practices of consumption and dis-
play, itself becomes commodified, available for purchase.

The acceleration of the commodification of aspects of our experience
continues. As we shall see in Chapter 4, ‘Bodyshopping’, consumption

ADVERTISEMENT FOR ‘LIFE COACH’:
“Are you ready for a healthier, happier, easier life?”
(reallifecoach.com) : ‘ e
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engages not only with consumer goods of consumer services, but also
with the buying and selling of actual experiences, and, as in the adver-
tisement above, guidance for ways of life. This process is going increas-
ingly from the tangible commodity or consumer object to the intangible
services cthat companies provide, to the marketing and selling of actual
embodied experiences such as travel and tourism, or the pristine fresh-
ness of an Indonesian river when using a particular facewash or shampoo.
Earlier this chapter we asked: What makes things stand out or
obtrude, given the “blasé outlook” that Simmel had identified in the
early twentieth-century mecropolis? In the fast-paced, anonymous city,
what makes our ‘true’ selves and our personalities come across to
strangers, given a shortness of attention and accelerated perception? By
making the uncontroversial suggestion that material possessions have a
symbolic value within a culture, we have begun to see how our social
status and identity within a group is formed through the consumption
and display of certain objects that have cultural significance. Whether
this indicates our status as ruler or as farmworker, the objects we have
and display communicate to ourselves and others our status; that is, our
sense of self-identity and social identity, following Barker (2000). From
Adidas to Bhangra Beat and beyond, there are innumerable stories to
tell about consumption and identity, since whether we live in pre-indus-
trial or late capitalist societies, our identities are irrevocably intercwined
with the exchange and display of commodities. But some groundwork
has been done here that will form the basis of later explorations concern-
ing identity, ethnicity and the hotly contested notion of ‘authenticity’.
We will then be in a position to proffer conclusions about the role of
consumption in the formation and maintenance of cultural identities,
and return to some questions raised in the previous chapter abouc the
mass culture industry and its engineering of values and design, versus
our creative appropriation of products as a form of resistance. So we will
revisit chis territory to make a bridge between the notion of buying into
lifestyle and identity politics, and the notion of ‘appropriation’ in
Chapter 6. In the next section, the first story concerning cultural iden-
tity and commodities is historical, reintroducing the mass consumer
after the Second World War and charting the emergence of youth cul-
cures and therefore of a distinct youth identity. This will be followed up
in Chapter 8 (‘Logo or no logo?’), where a detailed examination of the
role of brands and branding in the formation of identity, along with our
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allegiances and appropriations of them, will build on observations in
this chapter concerning the semiotic richness of commodities and our
identifications with them.

A QUESTION OF IDENTITY?

This chapter started with how lifestyle and the variability of taste is a
function of the habitus, the particular perceptions we are socialised into.
We have seen how, for Bourdieu, the habitus informs our choice of cer-
tain products or brands over others, and leads us to pursue particular
lifestyles as a result. We have also considered the way that material pos-
sessions become indicators of particular lifestyles, and how this commu-
nicates meaning and therefore social identity to others. Our position
within a certain social group, and a group’s position in relation to
another group, is articulated through the consumption and display of
certain key objects with symbolic value. Therefore a major way that
both self-identity and social identity is established and maintained is
through the consumption of particular goods and setvices, and this was
patticularly noticeable in newly emerging youth cultures after the
Second World War (see Chapter 6). By looking at the history of con-
sumption, as we have been doing in the past two chapters, we can iden-
tify a long historical arc that reaches back to pre-industrial societies,
where gift exchange and unnecessary or even excessive expenditute was
the assurance of social status and power within a social collective, as in
Bataille's “accursed share” (especially 1991: 38). This historical atc con-
tinues with the maintenance of status and identity through other, more
sophisticated but equally excessive forms of symbolic and commodity
exchange.

But I wish to conclude with a major question concerning identity
that will find resolution in later chapters, but which is nevertheless
important to introduce here. For while the axiom ‘to have is to be’
would suggest that any notion of identity expressed through acts of con-
sumption is necessarily shallow or unfixed, the opposite pole of fixity
and authenticity is still meaningful. It will re-emerge as extremely sig-
nificant in later considerations of branding and identity. The point here
is that we bring forth another dialectic, since our notions of the attain-
ment and maintenance of status, of position, of self- and social identicy,
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are at once based on an assumption of flux, in that identity can be
altered or changed as we wish, and fixizy, in that there is a ‘'we’ or an
individual self thac does the choosing or wishing. In our habitual, every-
day consciousness this dialectic is unproblematic, since we will and act
according to assumptions of a continuous sense of self that may be trans-
formed or altered over time. But let’s continue this logic further.
Bourdieu’s habitus was limiting, based on an imposition on our every-
day actions and lifescyle choices of class structure. Douglas had shown
che rigidity of the rules of commodity exchange in pre-industrial cul-
cures, and the difficulty of transgressing appropriate boundaries. In an
age of mass production and mass consumption, though, we are suppos-
edly free to identify with smaller and less permanent subcultural
groups, to shift our allegiances. By doing so we may escape pre-given
and entrenched forms of identity and, in the words of Stuart Hall, the
Enlightenment notion of the rational, “fully centred, unified individual”
(1992: 275). Hall then goes on to postulate:

The subject assumes different identities at different times, identities
which are not unified around a coherent ‘self’. Within us are contra-
dictory identities, pulling in different directions, so that our identifica-
tions are continually being shifted about. If we feel that we have a
unified identity from birth to death, it is only because we construct a
comforting story or ‘narrative of the self’ about ourselves.

(1992: 277)

Yet to what extent are we finding our ‘true’ selves, our ‘real’ identity, as
opposed to pursuing temporary affinities with tribes or groups, when
buying a skateboard or donning an Armani suit? By buying into dis-
cinct subcultures, are we not forming our own narratives of the self,
effectively accomplished through the choice of a particular lifestyle and
the exercise of taste in certain goods? This question is of enormous sig-
nificance, not only in terms of the relation between consumption and
identity but also in terms of authenticity, the feeling of a ‘real’ identity
being especially pertinent in the case of ethnicity, origin, and the sense
of belonging to deeply held culcural roots. As we shall be exploring in
later chapters, new identities may be bought and worn as if trying out-
fits on at the mall, to be discarded later (Sﬁlields 1992: 15). But in such

a case, you are zot what you wear.
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Having raised this deeper question concerning identity at chis lace
stage, it is only fair to gesture towards ways of answering this. Being irre-
vocably intertwined with the practices of consumption, questions of iden-
tity will recur throughout later chapters in different ways. The particular
issues of youth and identicy will be treated in Chapter 6, “The knowing
consumer?’, since nowhere is the consumer paradox of innovation and
trend-setting morte evident than in youth subcultures, yet these are the
most co-opted and targeted by marketing and advertising. The shifting
pacterns of identity and neo-tribes wichin different spaces will be contin-
ued in Chapter 7, ‘Mallrats and car boots’, where 1dentities and allegiances
shift between home, school and shopping mall. The important relation
between ‘authenticity’ and identity will be raised with particular respect
to brands and logos, certain brands heavily involving the politics of eth-
nicity. This will be covered in Chapter 8, ‘Logo or no logo?’.

The following chapter, however, deals not with identities as such but
with ‘McDisneyfications’, the set of increasingly homogeneous logics of
rationalisation that answer our needs for predictability in our experi-
ences of consumption. Such diverse areas of consumption as fast-food
restaurants, theme parks, DIY stores, shopping malls, supermarkets and
the rest become spaces that are increasingly regulated and homoge-
neous, attempting to provide the consumer with a similar experience
whether in Boston or Beijing.

NOTE

v The language of ‘West' and the ‘Rest’ is problematic, and | do not
subscribe to the dichotomy of the 'Global North' and ‘Global South’
either, since Australasia also embodies democratic, Judaeo-Christian
economic values and ideals. Hence | revert to the ‘West' as a less
inadequate term, which nevertheless indicates the legacy of Euro-
American industrial capitalism and its expansion elsewhere.
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McDISNEYFICATIONS

OR, HOW WE STOPPED HATING AMERICAN
IMPERIALISM AND EMBRACED MASS
CONSUMER CULTURE

INTRODUCTION: THE STARBUCKS EFFECT™

In an episode of The Simpsons, 10-year-old Bart goes to the Springfield
Mall to get his ear pierced. His friend Millhouse had sparked this latest
fashion trend, garnering the adoration of fellow pupils, and Bart cannot
stand being upstaged. As he walks through the mall, he passes one
Starbucks after another, including a store that is clearly being renovated
with a sign posted in the window saying: ‘Soon to open: Starbucks’.
Finally reaching the piercing emporium, its owner asks Bart whether he
is 18. Bart lies in the affirmative, and the owner then says: “Well, better
make it quick, kiddo. In five minutes this place is becoming a
Starbucks.” In the next scene Bart walks out of the store, his ear sport-
ing a shiny stud, a satisfied smile on his face, cartying a cup of
Starbucks coffee. While a humorous example, anxieties about the spread
of multinational corporations into local spaces, and a more general
homogenisation of cultures through the spread of mainly American
commodities and ways of consuming, are of great concern. As a way into
these sprawling and complex issues and anxieties, and with a little
irony, we can term this the ‘Starbucks effect™’, ‘

What has Starbucks done to feature like this? As consumers we are
aware of the effects of multinational corporations and their globalised
trade networks, and can see on our local high streets and in our out-of-
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cown shopping centres and malls that the front line is everywhere. The
history of consumption (surveyed in Chapter 1) has tended to see mass
consumption as a response to ‘false needs’ created by the mass culcure
industry. With increasing amounts of trade, advertising and marketing
at the global level, the effects on the local are often held to be negative,
as homogenising, flattening out local differences and identities in favour
of bold, new, brash, and predominantly American values and products.
Hebdige (1988) for example looks at the early importation of
McDonalds restaurants in Britain in the context of a longer historical
fear of global homogenisation, of Americanization. However, other
aspects of food, culcure and displacement will be considered to puncture
some of the myths of globalisation and simplistic understandings of
‘McDonaldization’ (Riczer 1993, 1996, 1998).

For the purposes of this chapter [ conflate two notions,
McDonaldization and Disneyization, into one term, ‘McDisneyfication’,
to describe and critique the effects of globalised production and everyday
consumption of commodities and experiences. Therefore, a considerable
proportion of the chapter will build towards this. The reader must be
warned that a variety of similar-sounding terms are employed chrough-
out, with some combination of ‘Mc-" and ‘Disney’ being prevalent.
However, these concepts are often distinct, sometimes allied and some-
times opposed, sometimes critical or pejorative and sometimes merely
descriptive or observational. The first section, ‘McTheory’, will describe
some continuities with previous theorisations of consumption, focusing
in particular on the sociological legacy of Max Weber, whose infamous
“iron cage” of rationalisation was clearly the inspiration for Riczer’s
McDonaldization thesis. This section sets the groundwork for consider-
ing myths about globalisation being equated with homogenisation. In
the following section we then engage directly with definitions and analy-
sis of Ritzer’s ‘McDonaldization’, assessing the strengths and limitacions
of a model that seems to capture the sociological imagination.
Subsequently, we see how Ritzer and Liska extend this, and Bryman aids
them significantly, into the notion of ‘Disneyization’. We are then able to
come up with a more developed account of something that combines the
good business sense of modernist rationalism found in McDonaldization
with the creation of themed experiences within new Disneyised spaces of
consumption. So, rather than speak of "McDisneyization’, which Ritzer
and Liska (1997) coin but do not significantly develop, instead [ use the
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term ‘McDisneyfication’. The term is employed as a logical development
of McDonaldization, combining it with Disneyization, and noting its
ability to be applied to a number of different contexts. This will be espe-
cially useful for the following chapter on the consumption of nature in
theme parks, shopping malls and on safari.

To aid this project, in the final section we regard the dialectic of local
and global production and consumption within our everyday experience
in terms of ‘Globa-cola’ or ‘Loca-cola?’. Whether we drink Coke, Pepsi
or bottled water, it is extremely likely that the products we habitually
imbibe and consume have rich histories that ucilise ingredients from
around the world and that touch on international networks of distribu-
tion and exchange. Considering this dialectic of local and global (or
‘glocalisation’), we reach the heart of the debate raised in previous dis-
cussions of McDonaldization and Disneyization, about the homogenisa-
tion and heterogenisation of global culture. These discussions will aid
the comprehension of other elements of consumption and everyday life
elsewhere in the book, including the consumption of nature and experi-
ence in tourism (Chapter 9), the ubiquity of the globalised, homoge-
neous retail space of the mall (Chapter 7), and the ubiquity of the global
brand and the logo (Chapter 8).

McTHEORY — RATIONALISATION, PRODUCTION AND
CONSUMPTION

A difficulty with some modern, popular sociological theory is that the
notion of an all-inclusive system of rationality and bureaucracy keeps
recurring. But it was the German sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920)
who first prophetically spoke of the “iron cage” of bureaucracy, and fore-
saw the extension of processes of rationalisation into ever-new ateas of
modern life. For Weber, the larger private corporations operate a type of
bureaucracy “rivalled only by the state bureaucracy in promoting ratio-
nal efficiency, continuity of operation, speed, precision, and calculation
of results” (1970: 49). Both Weber and Simmel saw a major characteris-
tic of modernity as this process of rationalisation, “formal and objectify-
ing systems of administration, control and calculation, by quantification,
methodicity and rules”, explains Slater (19’97: 117). Combined, these
work as a coherent and pervasive form ‘of rationalisation that we
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effortlessly recognise, applicable to areas in modern life as diverse as
industrial production (the automotive industry), the provision of ser-
vices (transport companies’ timetabling and route-planning, immigra-
cion control), cultural production (fast-food culture, sportswear) and the
provision of experiences (theme parks, videogames).

Fordism

With what Gramsci (1971) had termed “Fordism”, in the era of Henry
Ford’s automobile, the industrial production of commodities was
straightforward. The mainstay was mass production and standardisa-
tion, making the same standard product repeatedly in exactly the same
way — the production line. From 1908~1927, over 15 million Model “T"
Fords were made. Workers were paid a respectable wage, so were able
for the first time to purchase the commodities they manufactured.
Standardisation meant that costs were kept down, and significantly the
automobile was no longer a luxury item but within the reach of some
industrial workers. Standardisation of the production process, and ratio-
nalisation of labour through the production line, meant evety car within
the Ford factory in Michigan was built to exactly the same specification,
including even the colour. Henry Ford had joked, “People can have the
Model T in any color — so long as it’s black.” Consumers were unsophis-
ticated, assumed to need or desire the product. Technical innovations on
the production line increased output, minimised expenditure on materi-
als and labour, and therefore maximised profit. Any tailoring of output
was not to accommodate consumer preferences ot tastes, but simply to
increase efficiency and maximise output. The famous example of innova-
tion in efficiency is Taylor’s measuring of human movements through
time and motion studies, which tracked the movemencs of workers over
time and tried to ‘rationalise’ them, reducing unnecessary movements
and operations in order to maximise speed and efficiency. The result was
an almost brutal machine logic applied to human labourers, thought
Gramsci (1971: 306-307), to make the human worker more like a
“human robot” (Ritzer 1996: 103; Latham 2002), an appendage to the
industrial machine. Marx of course had realised the exploitation of
human labour in industrial production in Capital. In Part II he also
observed that as production becomes more automated, the role of the
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worker shifts, from labouring to actually produce commodities to over-

seeing the production process.

Post-Fordism

Latterly, the transicion from the Fordist model of standardised pro-
duction to post-Fordism, or what Harvey (1989) prefers to call “flexi-
ble accumulation”, entails a shift to a more flexible method of
accumulacion of capital, one still concerned with production but
which is now more reflexive and able to accommodate variations in
the production process. The niche marketing of products, products
railored to the consumer’s preferences, along with new logistical
arrangements of ‘just in time’ delivery meant that it became possible
to deviate from a standardised model or templare, to produce varia-
tions in colour, style, upholstery and so on. Instead of saturating the
marker with the same standardised product, diversification meant a
variety of different products became available. In addition, built-in
obsolescence, the notion that the product has a particular expected
life-cycle, encourages a repeat purchase. In the case of Walkmans, cars
and mobile phones, for example, we upgrade them regularly, meaning
the market no longer reaches saturation point with a standardised
product.

Along with the economic aspects of post-Fordism, shifts in the
culture of consumption were evident. Work-based identities, as we
saw in Chapter 2, became less important. Consumption was much
more cencral to how we distinguish ourselves from others and our
relationships. Significantly, products we buy are rarely produced by
us but by third-world workers, so there is a shift in the geographies
of capitalism. If production is increasingly sited elsewhere, tradi-
tional manufacturing jobs are relocated to other parts of the world,
mostly the developing world (see Harvey 1989; Massey 1984). For
example, the well-documented Temporary Economic Zones in South
East Asia (see Chapter 8 and e.g. Klein 2001; Hertz 2002) mushroom
due to lax labour laws, and inward investment is enc¢ouraged by gen-
erous tax breaks, low wages and cheap land rental. These are condi-
tions that encourage unregulated child labour, an ethical issue in
consumption that will be more fully addressed in the final chapter.
The post-Fordist shiftc means that products are marketed not at class
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groups or work-based identities, but inscead at types of people or
‘lifestyles’ (e.g. Featherstone 1991a).

This extremely brief survey of economic history cannot do justice
to the complexity of the topics. However, running through the shift
from Fordism to post-Fordism is a core of rationalisation, which
Weber and Simmel had identified as an important characteristic of
modernity, involving bureaucracy, administering and control. For
Simmel, rationalisation results in part by the generalisation of
exchange relations, whete objects become substitutable and
exchanged for others, and money facilitates this. This process should
be familiar from the discussion of Marx’s “commodity fetishism” in
Chapter 1. With money and universal exchange, things in the world
are treated as impersonal objects, quantified, calculable and
exchangeable. This even applies to social relations, where indifference
towards people resules from this objectification of the world. The
abstraction of money, which makes it universally exchangeable by
reducing all qualities to some form of quantitative equivalence,
makes it impersonal. It promotes a continuous quantitative calcula-
tion, thought Simmel:

The life of many people is filled out with ... reducing of qualitative val-
ues to quantitative ones. This certainly contributes to the rational, cal-
culating nature of modern times against the more impulsive, holistic,
emotional character of earlier epochs.

(in Slater 1997: 118)

This cote of rationalism is especially applicable to Fordism’s rational-
isation of production, in terms of ever-increased efficiency, and there-
fore to McDonaldization. Yet Simmel’s romanticised invocation of an
earlier, simpler era before the harsh rationalisation of modernity, the
“impulsive, holistic, emotional charactet”, is applicable to current
forms of consumption, especially by youth, and Disney theme parks
exemplify this when appealing to youth or to adults’ youthful imagi-
nation. Simmel’s seemingly romantic or simplistic earlier age is
applicable to postmodern consumer experience, including tourism,
themed malls and theme parks. Against Fordism’s rationalisation of
production, then, is post-Fordism’s rationalisation of consumption, the
tailoring of production to accommodate consumer taste and lifestyle,
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to engineer the consumption of experiences through theming and
spectacle.

Before waxing lyrical about postmodern consumption, we note that
these rationalisations have heralded geographically significant shifts in
labour and manufacturing in order to accommodate shifts in consump-
tion and rhe development of taste; a reflexive or two-way process that
has very real, material effects. Now I wish to map the shift from
Fordism to post-Fordism onto the production of culture. In recent years
a number of sociological theories have emerged that attempt to encapsu-
late increasingly globalised processes of production, and assess the
impact on global and local culture. Thus we have not only
‘McDonaldization’ (Ritzer 1993, 1996, 1998) buc also ‘Disneyization’
(Bryman 1999a, 2004), and 'Coca-Colonization’ (Prendergrast 1993,
Heath and Potter 2005). The remainder of the chapter will encounter
each term in more detail, explaining the principles behind them, and
considering the effects of such globalised corporate machinery, the pro-
duction of mass culture, at a local level. Consequently, we will follow
the thread of rationalisation, starting from the predominantly Fordist
rationalisation of consumption that McDonaldization exemplifies, to the
post-Fordist tailoring of the experience of consumption — and the con-
sumption of experiences — that Disneyization seeks to explain.

McDONALDIZATION

Just like the Starbucks effect, which shows the effects of macro-level
economic processes upon the urban geographies of our nearby towns and
malls, the process of McDonaldization is a set of ideas and processes that
detail what is happening to the service and leisure industries in particu-
lar, a template or model of business that McDonalds has found particu-
larly successful at the global level, and imposes clone-like upon many
countries in the world. Ritzer’s observation of the processes of
McDonaldization, originally published in 1993, is not a criticism of
McDonalds as such, nor even the fast-food business in general, but an
analysis of how fast-food organisational practices have permeated into
myriad aspects of our social lives. In a nutshell, McDonaldization is “the
process by which the principles of the fast-food restaurant are coming to
dominate more and more sectors of American society as well as the rest
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of the world” (1993: 3). According to Ritzer, the fast-food model
pushes consumers towards ever greater reliance on the fostering of
quantity over quality, of attainment over efficiency, encourages the cre-
ation of predictability, and reduces much of our life experience to a
coldly calculated ‘value'. Reading furcher and raking in the diverse
landscape of specific illustrations for these trends, we begin to see the
‘McDonaldization’ influence everywhere. Then we grasp why so many of
us are bemoaning the demise of free time in our lives, and how we have
become unwitting captives of the mindless inertia of “I wanc it fast, |
want it now, [ want what’s next” mentalities.

All this is not new, as Ritzer himself acknowledges, and builds upon
established sociological theory, as suggested in the previous section,
‘McTheory”: “all the basic dimensions of McDonaldization are part of
what Weber called the rationalization process” (1996: xix). However,
Ritzer argues this is not simply an updating of Weber’s ideas within a
modern idiom. Nor is it simply the extension of the frontiers of ratio-
nalisation, from state bureauctacy to private corporations, and thence
into the realms of private life. Instead, he argues, McDonalds is the
model for rationalisation, as not only is the magic McDonalds formula —
ruthless efficiency, calculability, predictability and control — applicable
to the corporation, but its template for success extends across the globe.
The McDonaldization formula is truly globalised, the same recipe for
success, the same ingredients of rationalisation enabling McDonalds to
be a multinational corporation (MNC) or transnational corporation
(TNC). Any business enterprise wishing to rapidly reach global propor-
tions had better follow the template of McDonaldization. Likewise, any
truly global corporation exhibits most, if not all, the tendencies of
McDonaldization, whether it deals with fast food, cars, financial services
or computer software.

The four features of McDonaldization

McDonaldization as a model sets customer expectations, argues Ritzer,
and involves imposing four elements: efficiency, predictability, calcula-
bility and control (Riczer 1993, 1996). The result is that products are
standardised all over the world, so customers can walk into a
McDonalds restaurant in Boston, Bahrain or Beijing and receive the
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videogame, or the success of authors like

Predictability makes the experience of the consumer

Stephen King, also represent the importance of

consistent at every location of a McDonaldized company, so
that the same experience we received last week in London will
be repeated next week in Los Angeles. Shopping 1s predictable
in the mall; the same stores, often the same layout, enclosed

and protected from unpredictable weather.

predictability: once the characters and the 1dea

are sold to the public, publishers and producers
can be assured of a predictable profit. This is
increasingly the case across different media

simultaneously.

Examples: Just like fast-food employees,

Control 1s strongly related to increasing mechanisation, the

Control

supermarket cashiers simply scan the barcode,
and sometimes we have even weighed and

labelled the produce for them.

substitution of nonhuman for human technology. To increase
control, 1n other words, is to mechanise the process wherever
possible. Thus control extends to both the employee and the

consumet, as people are “the great source of uncertainty,

The next step in

this development 1s to have the customer do the
scanning”, argues Ritzer (1994: 150). And

unpredictability and inefficiency in any rationalizing system
(1993: 101). If the job of human operators can be mechanised,

indeed, self-service scanners are beginning to

replace cashiers. Whether self-scanning or

1t will remove messy human error and increase the other

factors (efficiency, calculability, predictability) in

McDonaldizacion.

running our goods past the cashier, we accept

the infallibility of the computerised check-out
— the barcode never lies, and like a relentless

Everything is pre-packaged, pre-measured and automatically

conveyor belt the cashiers need only oversee the
process, pressing buttons and vocalising the

controlled. The human employee just follows the instructions,

oversees the process, pushing buttons now and then. In the

pre-calculated total cost. At home, even our

tast-food restaurant, deep-fat fryers are rimed and will lift the
fries automatically at the end of the cycle, beeping to let

employees know.

ovens and microwaves tell us when our food 1s
done, or the meal comes complete 1n one

convenient package.

Source: Author’s own, with material adapted from Ritzer (1993, 1998).
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the long queues? This is an irrational outcome of a rationalised environ-
ment, an outcome that occurs surprisingly frequently.

There are other unpredictable elements that emerge from a
supremely rational and efficient set of processes. The food we eat, so-
called ‘industrial food' (see following chapter), is often less nourishing,
loaded with additives, fats, salt and sugar. This is certainly not in our
interests, either as consumers or as biologically functioning beings.
Packaging used in the fasc-food industry pollutes the environment,
leading to long-term degradation of the natural world for present and
future generations. The “need to grow uniform potatoes to create those
predictable French fries” for example entails huge monocultural farms
making extensive use of pesticides, which then contaminate the water
supply (Ritzer 1996: 13). Another highly contentious example chat
many will recognise is automated customer service phonelines, and the
proliferation of call centres to service them. Being told we are the fifth
person in the queue by an impersonal announcement is little consolation
when performing a simple transaction that can take all morning. Owr
time and inconvenience is money saved by the corporation. In no way is
this good public relations or real customer service, and call-centre staff
then have to calm customers down or defuse tensions as a result of long
waiting and annoying muzak.

Taken to its logical conclusion, the principles of McDonaldization
can be applied to the Holocaust, as Ritzer does tentatively in the sec-
ond edition of his book (1996), and Beilharz (1999) examines further.
It is the ultimate irrationality of rationality. Nevertheless, as Ritzer
acknowledges, “the fast-food restaurant cannot be discussed in the same
breath as the Holocaust” (1996: 24, original emphasis), as it risks trivi-
alising the tragedy, so we will desist from making comparisons. After
McDonaldization and its globalised culture, we will now attend to the
related but separate theoretical template of Disneyization.

DISNEYIZATION

In the leisure industry, Disney's theme parks and stores purvey similar
notions of a standardised experience, although more imaginative, and
based less on the production and selling of commodities than the pro-
duction of experiences within a consistently themed space. This focus on

69



70

MCDISNEYFICATIONS

the standardisation of themed experiences rather than commodities is
known as ‘McDisneyization’ (Ritzer and Liska 1997; Ritzer 1998) or
‘Disneyization’ (Bryman 1999a, 1999b, 2004). It is clear from Ritzer’s
discussion of ‘McDisneyization’ that theme parks and organised tourist
atcractions have much in common with McDonaldization. While
McDisneyization is really a conflation of McDonaldization with Disney
ctheme parks, with more emphasis on the ‘Mc’ side of McDisneyization,
Bryman’s Disneyization is something distinct. We will remember that
McDonaldization is “the process by which the principles of the fast-food
restaurant are coming to dominate more and more sectors of American
society as well as the rest of the world”, according to Ritzer (1993: 3).
Similarly, what Bryman calls the ‘Disneyization” of the world is “the
process by which the principles of the Disney theme parks are coming
to dominate more and more sectors of American society as well as the
rest of the world” (1995: 25). It is worch mentioning here since it fol-
lows neatly from McDonaldization, although the notion of the
Disneyization of zoos and the natural world will be considered in more
detail in Chapter 5, ‘Nature, Inc.’

Disney theme parks can be seen as exhibiting the characteristics of
McDonaldization, that is efficiency, calculability, predictability and
control. Theme parks are also subject to Ritzer’s “irrationality of ratio-
nality”, as the efficiency of processing latge numbers of visitors
involves long queues for the popular rides, something which equates
with znefficiency for the visitor (Bryman 1999b: 110). There are other
parallels that show theme parks as McDonaldized, including the fact
that the first Disney theme park opened the same year as the first
McDonalds restaurant, in 1955. However, Bryman argues that “there is
more to the parks than the fact they are McDonaldized institutions”
(1999a: 26), and hence the term “Disneyization” is coined. One major
feature of Disney and cherefore of Disneyization is the consistency of
characters and themes, an all-enclosing series of themed experiences
that rarely refer to an outside. Wasko writes about the “Disney
Universe” in this way, that it “has created a self-contained universe
which presents consistently recognizable values through recurring
characters and familiar repetitive themes” (1996: 349). Especially in
Disney’s films, features of the Disney Universe include escape and fan-
tasy, innocence, romance and happiness, sexual stereotypes, individual-
ism and the reinvention of folk tales.

MCDISNEYFICATIONS

The four features of Disneyization

Just like the four features of McDonaldization that Ritzer identified,
there ate four key features of Disneyization for Bryman. These features
or trends are: theming, dedifferentiation of consumption, merchandis-
ing and emotional labour. Each will be outlined below, but in consider-
ing them we should be aware that while the theoretical legacy of
McDonaldization is in modernity and the sociology of Weber, Bryman
claims that Disneyization is rooted more in consumer culture and post-
modernity. While comfort, hygiene, safety, punctuality and the like are
valued, consistent with McDonaldization, theme parks and other
Disneyized sites of spectacular consumption (see Chapter 5 for more discus-
sion of this), for example hands-on science museums or living historical
villages, exhibit features of postmodernity, namely “the proliferation of
signs, dedifferentiation of institutional spheres, depthlessness, culti-
vated nostalgia, and the problematization of authenticity and reality”
(1999a: 43). These terms are pervasively present throughout this book,
and have either been introduced in previous chapters (depthlessness),
will be discussed shortly (dedifferentiation), or will be discussed in
detail in Chapter 5, on tourism and the consumption of nature,

Theming

Theming is found in restaurants and restaurant chains such as Hardrock
Café and Planet Hollywood, and specially themed hotels such as the
Madonna Inn in California. Other easily recognised examples include
sports bars, the proliferation of Irish pubs around the world, and even
themed cruise liners, as Rivzer and Liska (1997) observe. While theming
has been a staple of amusement parks since Disney’s first theme park in
1955, this tendency is spreading. Shopping malls such as the West
Edmonton Mall and the Roman-themed Forum Shops in Las Vegas (see
Chapter 7) ate consistently themed, and even airport lounges are exhibit-
ing tendencies towards theming. Historically, this concentration on
theming, Bryman suggests, is a result of Disney’s impatience with regu-
lar amusement parks, which had plenty to entertain children but lictle
for the adults who accompanied them. Theming, either through appeals
to imagined progress (EPCOT, Space Mountain) or the celebration of
nostalgia (around the Wild West, the dinosaur era, etc.), supposedly
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bridges chis divide. Rather than the loose assemblage of entertainments
that non-themed amusement patks could provide, theming was Walt
Disney’s great innovation, establishing coherence between the different
activities or rides, making the experience more connected. The result is a
sense of immersion, the lack of intrusion from the outside world through
undisturbed consistency of features, themes and characters. What theme
parks and themed environments provide is the transformation of attrac-
tions, shops or amusements 1nto a singular themed environment, a con-
sistency in imagined and fantastical geography.

Some have seen the establishment of theming within amusement
parks prior to Disney. One precursor is at Coney Island, the slightly
tawdry seaside resort full of amusements for New Yorkers, although
theming was primitive, a mechanism for attracting customers (Bryman
1999a: 32). More significantly, there are continuities between Disney
theme parks, Expositions and World’s Fairs. These types of events were
hugely popular. There were over 6 million visitors to the Great
Exhibition in Crystal Palace in 1851, and 57 million visitors to the
Paris Universal Exposition in 1900. As temporary events, their purpose
was to exhibit values of progress, to advertise trade and the virtues of
empire and industry to the general public. Displays of people, food and
artefacts from colonies and dominions around the world were arranged
in themed areas as a form of globalised commodity display. As
McClintock describes, the Great Exhibition was, like modern food
courts, a space in which many colonies displayed their commodities and
their culture, and was a venue where “the mass consumption of the
commodity spectacle was born” (1995: 209). New technologies were
proudly paraded before an awed public, such as the first escalator at the
Paris Exposition. Yet American innovation was still unmistakably evi-
dent at che event, leading the influential English newspaper editor W.T.
Scead to describe the Exposition tellingly as “the Americanization of the
world” (1901).

Dedifferentiation

‘Dedifferentiation’ is simply the elision or collapsing of distinct areas of
consumption. It is “the general trend whereby the forms of consump-
tion associated wich different institucional spheres become interlocked
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with each other and increasingly difficult to distinguish” (Bryman
1999a: 33). A well-noted general area of dedifferentiation is that
between shopping and theme parks. Increasingly, theme parks are based
on consumption of food and merchandise at many different poines
throughout the park, even at the exit of particularly popular rides
(1999b: 104). Correspondingly, shopping malls are increasingly becom-
ing themed and incorporate elements of theme parks, for example the
well-documented ‘Fantasyland’ which includes differently themed areas
within the West Edmonton Mall. Convergence of consumption types
from traditionally separated strands is a tendency that not only max-
imises revenue from each site, but can work synergistically. “Thus, we
see in the Disney parks a tendency for shopping, eating, hotel accom-
modation and theme park visiting to become inextricably woven”
(Bryman 1999a: 34). Staying at the comparatively overpriced Disney
hotels, for example, not only maximises the revenue stream by having
Disney accommodation within a Disney park, but completes the sense
of immersion, and maintains the consistency of Disney themes. Hotel
guests are also guaranteed a place in the queue for the rides, and restau-
rant reservations can be made, allowing visitors to be a step ahead of the
hordes of tourists (a by-product of the irrationalicy of rationality of
McDonaldization). Staying in Disney hotels is therefore another exam-
ple of dedifferentiation, maintaining the consistency of theme but
including other benefits. It is more of the Disney Universe: more of it,
and more immersive.

Merchandising

This should be a self-evident strand of Disneyizacion. If Disney did not
invent the concept of merchandising, he was the first to understand its
true profitability, and one year after Mickey Mouse appeared in 1928,
the Disney studio was split into four, one part being devoted purely to
merchandising and licensing (Bryman 1999a: 36). The theme parks
themselves provide more than ample opportunities to purchase Disney
merchandise, significantly contributing towards profits. In addition, the
theme parks provide their own specific merchandise, with the name of
the specific park branded onto them, simultaneously fulfilling the need
for souvenirs and memorabilia that any tourist pursuit demands, while
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also offering official Disney-branded product. In the case of T-shirts, the
wearer of the branded souvenir is also a walking advertisement fot the
company. At the launch of new feature films, the associated merchandise
also works as part of the endlessly self-referential form of advertising,
including tie-ins with McDonalds.

The influence of Disney-style merchandising tie-ins has spread to
many different sectors. University logos on casual-wear, especially in the
US, and the merchandise of football teams in the UK, are particularly
successful. In the latter case, the sales of Manchester United metchan-
dise largely helped to triple its turnover over five years (Kuper 1996: 2,
in Bryman 1999a: 39). In fact, it has been so successful in matketing
team strips (the current shirts of the season) that accusations of unfair
practices have been levelled at the team (e.g. Barrow 2002: 15). In such
an extremely profitable area, and with the low cost of manufacture from
Asian factories, prices can be fixed artificially high by outlets, and the
changeover of the season’s colours becomes more rapid since it stimu-
lates further purchasing.

Emotional labour

Employees of Disney theme parks interact with visitors 1n an obviously
staged, inauthentic way. The interaction between service employees and
customers is, in other words, scripted. Not only insincere ot inauthen-
tic, scripted interactions are part of what Ritzer acknowledges is the
deskilling of service-sector employees (1998: 64). Saying “Have a nice
day” at the end of each transaction is only the beginning. The more
scripted the interactions are, the more self-control is necessary, and
expression of suitable emotions for each stage of the transaction becomes
mote demanding. This 1s what Bryman terms “emotional labour”
(1999a: 39). Being consistently cheerful or polite in transactions
requires a level of performance and consistency that is difficult to main-
tain, but for the ‘cast members’ (employees) of Disney theme parks,
some of whom must be ‘in character’ (quite literally in a furry mouse
suit) all day, such emotional labour reaches new heights. Control of
these employees through scripted interactions is a key element of
Disney theme parks, and helps maintain the approachability and friend-
liness that visitors value (Bryman 1995). These features are dependable
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in the Disney environment, where scripted interactions and a consis-
tently upbeat attitude have been emulated within other employment
sectors.

The instilling of self-control is partly as a resulc of the corporation
being in control of the interactions between employees and customers.
Drawing on research on insurance salespersons and airline flight atten-
dants, Ritzer hints at some of the mechanisms by which interaction
with clients is controlled, but also how the organisation wishes to con-
trol how the employees see and feel abour themselves (1998: 64). The
way that practices of self-control are extended through the training and
management approach of the organisation or company is reminiscent of
Foucault’s extensive discussion of the power of the State inscribed over
the individual body in Discipline and Punish (1977).

Putting these four elements together, Bryman's purpose has been to
establish the process of Disneyization as distince from McDonaldization.
It should be clear that certain institutions may simultaneously exhibit
features of both McDonaldization and Disneyization, either, or none,
much like a Venn diagram. Not all McDonaldized organisations are
Disneyized, and not all Disneyized insticutions are McDonaldized, as
they are distinct and are derived from different theoretical tradicions. If
McDonaldization reminds us of the Fordist principles of production
that remain at large in the service sector and the culture industry,
Disneyization allows us to add some filters of postmodernity, of post-
Fordist principles more attuned to the consumer and their experience.
How themes are maintained through the consistency of signs and expe-
riences, the implosion of consumption and leisure, the everyday perfor-
mance of self and the scripting of encounters are important elements of
any Disneyized organisation. We will pick up these themes and develop
them further in the following chapter, as discussions of tourism and
“post-tourism” (e.g. MacCannell 1976; Feifer 1985) are deeply con-
cerned with the consumption of nature, heritage and authenticity.

AND NOW ... DISNEYFICATION?

Interviewed concerning the opening of Euro Disney in Paris, a French
politician protested that it will “bombard France with uprooted cre-
ations that are to culture what fast food is to gasttonomy” (in Ritzer
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1996: 14). A better encapsulation of the deleterious effects of American
economic and cultural imperialism, conflating two particularly visible
areas within modern life, would be difficult to find. While the two pro-
cesses of Ritzer's McDonaldization (1996, 1998) and Bryman’s
Disneyization (1999a, 1999b, 2004) have different sociological foci,
they are complementary, both being expressions of the fear of creeping
homogenisation of global culture. If the first is concerned with the pur-
suit of rationalisation into ever more areas of modern life, the second is
concerned with the maintenance of signs, images and an immersive sim-
ulation in which global culture is portrayed as a theme park, and pre-
sented to us in a carefully managed, consistently themed, seamless form.

In a biography of Walt Disney, what Schickel calls “Disneyfication”
(1986: 225) refers to the way that rich cultural phenomena and folk
tales are put through a Disney machine, resulting in simplistic under-
standings and overly sentimental portrayals. The lyrical invention and
complex beauty of the ancient Greek epic poems of Homer are reduced
to a standardised ‘product’ like Hercules (1997), for example. And the
same recognisable process is consistently applied to other historical
epochs and ancient traditions such as First Nation tribes and in fact
focusing on an indigenous female tribe member in Pocahontas (1995),
thereby associating a people — and the female protagonist — with the
forces of Natute as opposed to Culture and its trappings. This simplistic
understanding of Nature does not aim to invigorate debates in First
Nation issues, nor does it serve to address issues of land and community
or environmental degradation (the dichotomy of Nature/Culture is dis-
cussed at length in the following chapter). Common to whatever subject
matter of Disney films, then, is the portrayal of irreducibly complex his-
tory, of the interplay of social, historical and political phenomena, as a
form of mass culture, as pure entertainment. This is the process of
‘Disneyfication’ that Schickel coins,

that shameless process by which everything the Studio later touched,
no matter how unique the vision of the original from which the Studio
worked, was reduced to the limited terms Disney and his people
could understand. Magic, mystery, individuality ... were consistently
destroyed when a literary work passed through this machine that had
been taught there was only one correct way to draw.

(1986: 225)
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Exchanging the last word ‘draw’ with ‘portray’ becter captures the way
that cartoons, and increasingly other Disneyfied media such as theme
park rides and videogames, involve the transformation of culcurally
complex history and tradition into mass-produced cultural product. The
concept of Disneyfication is sympathetic to the critique of the mass cul-
ture industry, for example the Frankfurt School, but also reflexively
applicable to social theory and its popularisation — for example, the the-
ories of ‘McDonaldization’ and ‘Disneyization’ themselves.

GLOBA-COLA OR LOCA-COLA? GLOBALISED
CONSUMPTION, LOCALISED CULTURES

An inevitable consequence of debates raised in the previous discussions
of McDisneyfications (McDonaldization, Disneyization and the rest) is
the globalisation of consumption. Despite their theoretical shortcom-
ings, their recognisability as otganisational templates at a global level
means there is a double movement: of the imposition of a multinational,
globalised form upon local cultures on the one hand, and the influence
of local cultures in their appropriation of the form, their use and modifi-
cation of it on the other. Globalisation is a vast set of economic, political
and social issues, so this section will limic discussion to the impact of
globalised corporations on local cultures, and one term for understand-
ing these global-local effects and modifications is ‘glocalisation’, an ugly
word popularised by Robertson (especially 1995: 28). In this section we
look at everyday examples such as Coca-Cola, bananas and Irish pubs to
ask whether these globalised forms equate with homogenisation, with
“Americanization” (after Stead 1901 and Ritzer 1998), or with the
“sterile cultural monism” of "McWorld” (Barber 2003: xiii; see also
Vidal 1997). To what extent does local culture influence these forms,
make them more supple and heterogeneous? Just how bidirectional are
these global-local interactions?

This debate between globalisation and localisation will be pitched at
the level of culture and consumption, between ‘Globa-cola’ and ‘Loca-
cola’. The debate between homogenisation and heterogenisation is sepa-
rate yet related, so will be covered later in the section. The phrases
‘Globa-cola’ and ‘Loca-cola’, however, neatly bring forward the issues at
stake, of globalised frameworks of business, economics and organisation

77



78

MCDISNEYFICATIONS

and localised negotiations at cthe level of everyday consumption within a
local culcure. Importantly, they are nor equated with ‘globalisation’ and
‘localisation’, although we have encountered too many ‘-isations’
already. The differences are outlined in a series of definitions below, and
should make this clearer. Afterwards there is more extensive discussion
of the effects of globalisation on local cultures.

Globa-cola

To say that consumption is globalised is a cliché, and an everyday
anthropology of international supermarket chains such as Wal-Mart
attests to this. One day you go into British supermarket chain Asda to
buy bananas, the bananas are from the Dominican Republic and the
profit goes to a British board of directors. Then, almost overnight, the
supermarket is taken over by Wal-Mart, the bananas are from Puerto
Rico, and the profits go to the US retail giant. What happened? Just
like Bart Simpson and cthe Starbucks effect, a large part of our consump-
tion practices involves global chains of stores and restaurants. This
should not be mistaken for the upbeat, stylistic sheen that globalisation
promises. Although a Big Mac in Beijing might evoke the imagined,
unattainable glamour of the West for a local resident, in Western cities
like Boston or Bristol they are eaten by a range of people, including
those on lower incomes. Considering globalised consumption practices
like this helps firm the ground for other chapters, by asking how urban
retail spaces like the shopping mall have exactly the same stores
whichever urban centre they are situated in, whether Dubai, Moscow,
Boston or London; the ubiquity of the globalised, homogeneous recail
space of the mall (Chapter 7), and the ubiquity of the global brand and
logo (Chapter 8).

Globalisation

The tendency for businesses, technologies and political philosophies (e.g.
democracy) to spread across the world. The global economy is trumpeted
as a totally interconnected marketplace, irrespective of local time zones or
national borders. This is a world of “time-space compression”, the annihi-
lation of space by time (Harvey 1989: 2321F), meaning that geographical

MCDISNEYFICATIONS

distances collapse and communications become almost instantaneous. A
business transaction or media event can be conducted over vast distances
with minimal time lag through the internet, for example, collapsing both
space and time. Therefore, the proliferation of McDonalds restaurants
around the world is an example of globalisation, although adapting their
menus to local cultures is an example of ‘glocalisation’ (see below). The
world as a massively interconnected marketplace, where transactions are
instantaneous and space-time is compressed, is seductive. Inevitably,
though, there are political issues. While some argue that true globalisa-
tion will result in a level playing field, with all nations able to trade
equally, critics believe that it only increases the opportunities for wealth-
ier nations to take advantage of pooret ones. As Zygmunt Bauman articu-
lates this, “rather than homogenizing the human condition, the technological
annulment of temporallspatial distances tends to polarize it” (1998: 18, original
emphasis). Another fear is that of homogenisation, that a homogenised
world culture will eradicate regional diversity and local cultures in favour
of a single, homogeneous, global culture.

Loca-cola

Localised consumption might involve farmers’ markets and other
localised spaces of interaction and consumption. Or it may involve buy-
ing locally or globally produced, branded and non-branded goods in a
local setting such as a grocer’s, rather than a supermarket. These are
forms of defiantly localised consumption. Fruit and vegetables bought
at the local grocer’s are not usually locally produced, however, and are
mostly imported. A local grocer may not have the range and variety of
exotic produce that larger supermarkets have, partly as they have less
purchase power. Produce from the grocer’s may only be from hundreds
of miles away, as opposed to the thousands of miles that exotic com-
modities have to travel to supermarkets. In addition we can consider the
effects of globalisation upon localised consumption and regional identi-
ties. In most towns there remain individual non-franchised, non-chain
shops, and often these remain popular. Local coffee shops and cafés may
be chosen in conscious defiance of chains like Starbucks or Caffé Nero,
or simply as a result of convenience or habit (for discussion of Starbucks’
aggressive practice of ‘store clustering’, see Chapter 8; and Klein 2001:
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135ff.). Regional chains of stores or supermarkets still remain, of course,
buc their accumulation and growth is fed by increasingly globalised
trade networks through the importation of produce.

Localisation

By contrast with local consumption, localisation works within the frame-
work of globalisation, adapting a product or service to a particular culture
or language, to provide a more local look or feel to products available
around the world. There should be mechanisms in place to make this pro-
cess easier, for example when choosing computer software the range of
languages on offer should be specific to certain regions, and the sale of
commercial DVDs also attests to this. Manuals for electronic goods are
often produced with a template whereby local translations can be inserted.
This process is also termed ‘internationalisation’. When a globalised prod-
uct or service becomes localised, in addition to language translation other
details such as time zones, curtencies, national holidays and other geo-
graphic sensibilities must be considered. A successfully localised product
or service will appear as if developed and produced locally. One example
of this is financial services, which almost fetishise locale in advertising
campaigns. In 2002 the recently merged banking multinational HSBC
proclaimed themselves “The world’s local bank” (hsbc.com, 2005), and a
series of advertisements attempted o depict a sensitivity to geographical
locales, showing specific meanings of objects and gestures in different
countries around the world. This has ironically been a global advertising
campaign. Another example of attempts at localisation is the farming-out
of call centres to less developed countries, especially India. For large cor-
porations it is simply cheaper to reroute the calls to India, as local wages
are far lower and English is spoken extensively. In a much publicised
move, British companies have provided their Indian employees with daily
updates of events in soap operas and weather conditions, so that in conver-
sation the service seems local (e.g. Khan 2003: 19).

Glocalisation

‘Glocalisation’ is obviously a term that combines ‘globalisation” with
‘localisation’, and is used to emphasise thé fact chat the globalisation of
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a product or service is more likely to succeed if an atctemprt at adapeation
to the local culture is made. The term therefore includes the meaning of
localisation, above, but also includes the influence of the local culcure
on the globalised product. Hence it recognises that this is 2 two-way
process. If global pressures temper local conditions, the opposite may
also be true, as local conditions may alcer the policy or stance of the
global corporation. ‘Glocalisation’ has been popularised by the sociolo-
gist Roland Robertson, who describes it as “the simultaneity ~ the co-
presence — of both universalizing and particularizing tendencies”
(1997). Globally, and indeed in this chapter, we are never far from a
McDonalds restaurant. Certain meals will be available, and exactly the
same, in every country, whereas an attempt to appeal to local palates is
often made (Featherstone 1991a; Rictzer 1998: 85; Bell 2002).
Glocalisation is therefore the complex, reciprocal relationship between
global pressures and local conditions.

Globa-cola: the McDonaldization of culture?

Referring back to Ritzer’s McDonaldization, its efficiency, calculability,
predictability and control are suited to any form of standardised produc-
tion, from burger bars to boy bands, from coffee houses to cars. To sat-
isfy the consumer’s need for the perpetually novel, for cycles of fashion
and popular culture to constantly spin, new areas of culture must
become assimilated and absorbed to keep producing more cultural prod-
uct. In chis section we move on from McDonaldization and
Disneyization as templates or models to address a separate yet related
question: that of the supposed homogenisation of culture that results
from the global export of McDonaldized or Disneyized practices. Fast-
food culture, MTV, credit cards and the increasing uptake of the incer-
net are shaping the products and services on offer, making them
available to more people in more places, and are even influencing the
ways people consume them. McDonaldization does not equate directly
with Americanization or homogenisation, since diversity and a range of
localised products can be made available. In the case of McDonalds
restaurants, not only do they adapt themselves to local markets, selling
vegetable burgers in Holland and McHuevos in Paraguay, but locals
adapt these restaurants ¢o their cultures. Local culeures may offer more
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appropriate or culturally specific alternatives to these global chains,
such as Nirula’s across India, or the Pans & Co. chain in Spain. Or
McDonalds may adopt a different meaning within the local culture,
such as a place for an impressive date, or a family treat that requires
months of saving, as Ritzer acknowledges (1998: 85). Reminding our-
selves just what proportion of an average month’s wages a Big Mac costs
in Beijing would certainly accentuate this observation.

Reminiscent of the stark critiques of the mass culture industry that
the Frankfurt School specialised in (see Chapter 1), German sociologist
Richard Miinch sees the culture industry as globalised, and therefore
unable to communicate real difference:

Culture no longer passes on a way of thinking; rather it becomes the
service station of an expanding spectrum of needs, which can be pro-
duced for the purpose of assuring the sales of cultural products
through extensive marketing. Creativity does not get lost; rather it is
constantly used more inclusively and quickly by a growing cultural
industry. As a result of this, the moments of creative authenticity
become shorter and shorter, are therefore exhausted faster and
faster, and correspondingly the faster they have to be replaced by
something new.

(1999: 145)

Critics from the Frankfurt School looked to Hollywood as an example of
the mass culture industry, consuming dreamy distraction from the reali-
ties of everyday life. The way that even French shop girls adapted the
styles and comportment of American movie stars in their everyday
interactions implies that, from around the 1920s onwards, Hollywood
films became a form of enculturation, influencing the way people
talked, looked and acted (e.g. Kellner 2000). This was to acknowledge
the culture industry as already globalised. Yet, cycles of innovation pro-
ceed ever faster, and what marketing has called ‘synergy’ entails that the
movie is released with the toys, themed McDonalds meals, and the
licensed videogame. Global cultural production therefore relies on a
high degree of standardisation, yet also a high degree of innovation that
is cyclical, that requires continual renewal. When consumed, these
products offer correspondingly shorter expeériences of satiation, pushing
forward the cycles of innovation. Miinch regards this as the “interplay of
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technical rationalization and the dynamic of the cycles of pop culture”,
where the cycles of genuine culcural innovation cannot keep up with the
cycles of popular culture; the end resule is “cultural standstill with
incredible movement” (1999: 138-139). Perhaps this is the legacy of
applying  McDonaldized principles of organisation, along wich
Disneyized forms of commercial consumer experiences, to culture.

Loca-cola: heterogeneity, appropriation, difference

Yet even Miinch recognises that genuine cultural innovation does have a
place within this globalised, standardised system. The sheer variety of
authentic cultures and folk traditions means that, while often
marginalised or kept on the periphery of mainstream culeure, there is
always a source of innovation that becomes assimilated into and influ-
ences the mainstream. Whether it is the sudden global popularity of
Michael Flatley’s Riverdance and Irish dancing in the early 1990s, or of
salsa, J-Lo and Latino culture more recently, this is an example of “tak-
ing a local culture to market” in order to keep it alive (Miinch 1999:
142). Of course, the flipside is that if a local culcure does not caprure
the public imagination, fails to make incursions to the centre (main-
stream culture) from the periphery (local, authentic, or ‘folk’), then it
may whither and die unnoticed. One thing that is obviously different
from the Frankfurt School critique is the way that the standard of cul-
ture was often based around bourgeois, acceptable middle-class values of
taste. Prior to the twentieth cencury, the model of cultural innovation
was a standoff between the Bohemian avant-garde and more traditional
boutgeois values. This is the model that the Frankfure School assumed
up until the first half of the twentieth century, where a sequence of rev-
olution and restoration of culture occurs in the art world. More recently,
however, there is an interplay of experimental culture and entertainment
culture, a mutual inspiration that is particularly evident in terms of dig-
ital design and innovative musical forms. On the other hand, what was
once avant-garde and shocking (musique concrese, impressionism) becomes
kitsch, especially if used in advertisements for insurance.

But ‘Loca-cola’ is about the everyday experience of consumption at
the local level, and is a negotiation between local factors and availabili-
ties, and globalised forms of business and organisation. To revisit

83



84

MCDISNEYFICATIONS

Featherstone’s celebration of ‘lifestyle’ (see Chapter 2), it could be
argued that ‘lifescyle’ is like a hangar, supporting a number of aspira-
tional consumption choices based around certain key global products
(eating Big Macs, wearing Gap and Nike), yet which limit our agency
in the process, making us passive or receptive consumers of globalisa-
tion rather than active or creative negotiators. In A Primer for Daily Life,
Susan Willis connects up the everyday experience of shopping for
bananas in a local supermarket, comparing their adhesive labels with
their evocations of exoticism and distant possibilities. These labels con-
ceal the real relations of labour, working conditions, exploitation and, in
the case of Guatemala, governmental overthrow (1991: S1ff.). In other
words, at the local level of consumption, vast differences at the level of
production are reduced to differences between tiny adhesive labels on
bananas.

A common argument, claims Miller, and one that relates consump-
tion to identity, is that in this materialistic world of global brands and
globalised capital we orient ourselves less to people, and more towards
objects. Instead of objects symbolising people, then, “we have now
become merely ‘lifestyles’ — that is, the passive carriers of meanings
which are created for us in capitalist business” (1997a: 22). In this argu-
ment, a logical extension of the construction of identities within the
mass culture system, this formation of lifestyle and the process of glob-
alised consumption is simply

a continuation of the forces of capitalism and bureaucracy which
destroy local difference in the name of global homogeneity, or, more
recently, foster a diversity which sells goods but has no depth or con-
tribution to make to cultural development.

(1997a: 22)

But, as he argues elsewhere (e.g. 1987, 1997b), the relation between
people and things — in other words, material culture — is more complex
and social, and local identities can be formed within the larger mecha-
nisms of globalised branding, as he shows in the case of the consump-
tion of Coca-Cola in Trinidad. Drawing on his extensive fieldwork as an
anthropologist there, he observes that the processes of growing up with,
and becoming socialised with, such a product have unpredictable
effects. One of these is that rum and Coke is identified as a specifically
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Trinidadian drink, due to the fact that rum is local and plentiful. Rum
— with Coke — is far more popular than beer or other alcohol on the
island. Another is that virtually all the ingredients to the Coke sold
there come locally from the island, and are processed there. Coke is, at
least by association, central to being Trinidadian. This contests the com-
mon observation that Coca-Cola has become “a kind of clichéd short-
hand for global (1997a:  33), and hence
‘Coca-Colonization’. Instead of being a superficial emblem of uncaring

homogenization”

multinational companies, then, such global brands “may evolve complex
and highly local connotations” (1997a: 35). Miller contradicts the com-
monly held assumption of the passivity of a local culture in the face of
global business, and in his observations of Trinidad at least, shows how
this reasserts a localised identity into a globalised brand. As should be
clear by now, the specifically local and creative consumption of global
products helps to build a sense of regional identity, and so this ‘Loca-
cola’ is synonymous with neither ‘localisation’ nor ‘glocalisation’.

THE NEW MEANS OF CONSUMPTION

Briefly wrapping up, let us return to the Starbucks effect. After an ini-
tial observation from The Simpsons concerning the effects of globalised
business practices on local environments, we then explored some ways
that globalised models of McDonaldization and Disneyization have
deleterious effects on culture. Nevertheless, we have suggested that cre-
ative consumption, whether of Big Macs, theme parks, or rum and
Coke, allows different articulations of locality, regional or national iden-
tity, and therefore reasserts local time and local space into what is often
fetishised as time-space compression. We have also suggested the theo-
retical limits of the various McDisneyfications of social theory, that is,
the attempt to reduce what are irreducibly complex sets of global-local
interactions of commodities and culture into bitesize McNuggets of
McTheory.

A comprehensive survey of theories of globalisation, glocalisation and
their effects on culture has not been the purpose of this chapter. But we
can roughly characterise the arc or trajectory as having followed a thread
of rationalisation, from the beginning of the chapter, from global produc-
tion through to local consumption. By starting with McDonaldization,

85



86

MCDISNEYFICATIONS

the notion of globalised production of standardised commodities (burg-
ers), we then proceeded to consider consumer experiences within
Disneyization (themes, fantasy), and thence to the reassertion of local
identity in the consumption of global products (Trinidadian rum and
Coke). We have therefore disputed the common assumption that globali-
sation equates with homogenisation, although it is sometimes the case.
Instead, in a twist to this argument, Ritzer expands upon his
McDonaldization thesis to describe the Americanization of culture as a
result of the way globalised consumption must take place. For anyone to
be able to consume in this global, interconnected marketplace, we need
access to credit cards, the internet, and a certain level of communications
rechnology. These are American innovations and are therefore
Americanized ways of consuming that are exported worldwide. Ritzer
thus tries to accommodate what he calls “the new means of consump-
tion”, which include “shopping malls, mega-malls, superstores, home
shopping television networks, cybermalls, infomercials and many more”
(1998: 1, 117ff.), into McDonaldization. This is a separate argument
from the McDonaldization of society or the homogenisation of culeure,
and indeed from the Americanization of the world generally; instead, it
is about the way things are increasingly consumed. Echoing Marx’s
notion of the ownership of the means of production, Ritzer is arguing that
the means of consumption are increasingly what is at stake, and these are
American. Rather than the globalised success of McDonalds, then, the
success of Amazon.com and its numerous localised, national affiliates
might be a better example — at least until we can buy burgers online
with credit cards.

Finally, the discussion of both McDonaldization and Disneyization
not only highlights issues of local consumption within globalised
frameworks, but also sets the stage for other important areas of con-
sumption. The most significant is the consumption of nature that
occurs in tourism and nacure-based theme parks such as SeaWorld™
and Disney’s Animal Kingdom. In terms of Disneyization, nature
becomes reduced to simulation, a magical theme-park ride consistent
with a Disney film. In terms of McDonaldization, tourists are offered
package rtours, with the efficiency and predictability of providing
expected highlights and known attractions. This is explored in Chapter
5, ‘Nature, Inc.’, and so this chapter on McDisneyfications serves as an

introduccion and companion piece,

BODYSHOPPING

THE COMMODIFICATION OF EXPERIENCE
AND SENSATION

INTRODUCTION: CONSUMPTION AS EVERYDAY,
EMBODIED EXPERIENCE

Thete 1s a well-known philosophical thought experiment that questions
how we can know whether our expetiences are real. In Descartes’ Meditations
on First Philosophy (1641) he asks whether our experiences are given to us by
an evil or malicious demon. Recently this question has been updated to ask:
how do we know that we are nos brains in vats of nuttient material, being
fed experiences through the stimulation of neurons and chemicals by aliens,
intent on experimenting with us? Something similar is envisaged in the
1999 film The Matrix. Everything that we think we feel, such as scratching
ourselves, eating chocolate or walking in the countryside, could be entirely
artificial, pure simulation. We generally assume that a body is a prerequisite
for any experience or sensation that we have, the medium or conduit that
translates sensory information from out ears, eyes, nose, tongue and skin
into mental events and processes — deciding something tastes good, or dis-
liking certain music. The complex interactions of the senses provide our
sense of embodiment, the haptic (tactile) sensation from our feet giving
feedback as we walk down the street, for example. Yet, what if all these
embodied sensations were merely inputs into our brains, floating without
their bodies, in vats millions of miles away?

Provocative as this question is, attempting to answet it reveals not only
that our usual conception of experience is embodied, but also how everyday
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thinking separates the mind from the body. Our brains could be fed simu-
lations of bodily experiences, because our reality might just consist of par-
ticular neuronal firings that constitute acts of cognition, memory and
petception. Often our brains are seen as the location of our ‘real’ selves —
the person who thinks, acts, feels, makes choices. The separation of mind
from body is actually surprisingly common. Going to the doctor we per-
form this mind-body separation by treating it as a machine, as something
to be treated and mended, and even have parts replaced if necessary. A
great deal of Western thought has been influenced by this categorical sepa-
ration of mind and body, and the brain-in-a-vat hypothesis only highlights
chis. Yet, pushing aside the sceptical implications of being brains in vats,
in our everyday interactions and negotiations with the world, our conscious
experiences are complex transactions between brain states (mind, cogni-
tion) and embodied processes (perception, sensation). This is our everyday
experience, what the philosopher Edmund Husserl in 1913 termed the
“natural acticude” (1999), and later taken forward by Merleau-Ponty (see
e.g. Paterson 2004). Therefore, this chapter proceeds under a similar
assumption that fantasy and imagination, although primarily concerned
with self-consciousness and mental events, require the raw experience and
sensation that comes from having a body. We then consider celebrations of
bodily pleasures that attempt to escape any conscious reflection, pure
excess and enjoyment. In both cases, this will survey ways that commodi-
ties interact with experiences and sensations, and this will lead us to the final
strand of this chapeer, the so-called “experience economy” (Pine and
Gilmore 1999), the commodification of experiences and sensations.
Throughout this chapter is a motif, a productive tension. Throughout
the sections to varying degrees is a dialectic of discipline and transgression,
of asceticism and consumption, of tension and release. This dialectic runs
throughout discourses of consumption in general, and in particular in
terms of food and other bodily pleasures. This dialectic of discipline and
trangression, of tension and release, appears in various moments of Western
thought. In The Republic, Plato considered bodily pain and pleasure in this
way, trying to understand the “mental change” that arises from bodily ten-
sion and release, and noting that “the majority of the intensest pleasures, so
called, which we expetience through the body are [...] in some sense relief
from pain” (1981: 409, or 584c). We need only remember a long journey
and the imposition of self-control and the ihcomparable pleasure of subse-
quent urination to realise how pleasurable and indeed embodied this
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release can be, and how mental control over bodily processes occurs,
Similarly, Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle explains the psychical appara-
tus in terms of the mechanical metaphor of energetic tension and release,
an energetic system or “libidinal economics” (1991: 275, 308). In this sys-
tem, the ego tends towards discharge of libidinal energy, of pleasurable
release as much as possible. This ‘pleasure principle’ is not always possible,
and is regulated by the superego which tends to adhere to the opposite of
the pleasure principle — the ‘reality principle’, which tries to keep the ener-
gies available to the organism for its survival rather than pleasurable
release. Between the tension of the reality principle and the release of the
pleasure principle, we have a mechanism of discipline and transgression,
and a psychic apparatus that allows fantasy. Freudian formulations of fan-
casy and repetition will feacure later. However, the particular cultural
mechanism of bodily discipline and pleasure that will be employed is chat
of Barthes and Bakhtin, who write of carnival as a time and space for festiv-
ity, for bodily trangression from' the discipline of social control and hierar-
chy. Carnival bodies, grotesque bodies, are bodies thac celebrate pleasure
and excess as compared with the regulated, disciplined bodies of everyday
socio-economic entrenchment. Situating the body in relations of both eco-
nomic and cultural production and consumption, the body is regarded as a
consuming body. There are three ways this is the case:

Consuming bodies, producing bodies. Firstly, the creatment of the
body in industrial production is seen, in part, as an adjunct or furcher
cog in the machinery, yet the body also consumes (food, education, etc.)
in order to produce more, to embed the body ever further in the eco-
nomic machinery of capitalism. This is an argument about consumption
as production, an idea that Marx explored in Grandrisse (1973). The pat-
ticular slant I wish to emphasise is the role of the body in this consump-
tion as production, since there are both cultural and economic
implications. These ideas will fit into other debates in consumpcion that
we have encountered in the previous chapter, the historical theorisation
of consumption, and material in later chapters concerning youth con-
sumption will embellish these ideas.

Consumption as embodied experience. Secondly, and following on
from this, is the embodied experience of consumption. Perhaps more
straightforward in some respects, our experience of shopping, consuming
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and display relies on our bodies to effectuate this. Everyday, embodied
experience is a crucial aspect to investigate in consumption, since somehow
we approach and engage with a multiplicity of different signs, senses and
embodied experiences when going shopping, whether it is the mixture of
fresh and rotten smells in a street market, or the racher artificially bland
spaces of shopping malls. We touch and try objects, manipulate and
inspect them, in order to get a better sense of how they look, feel or would
fit into our current arrays of goods. The way objects appeal to us, how they
are displayed, is often with this embodied experience in mind. This is an
idea from retail psychology that will be explored further in Chapter 6, “The
knowing consumer?’. So in this section we will examine how everyday
embodied experience is involved in acts of consumption, and how the body
is used and conceptualised in retail and marketing. One particular area that
will be explored is food and food retailing, as this is perhaps the most lit-
eral meaning of ‘consumption’, cooking and eating being perhaps the
paradigmatic example of an everyday practice of embodied consumption.

Consuming sensation. Thirdly, the commodification of experience and
sensation 1s a particularly novel and interesting area. Within management
and marketing literature, the engineering of embodied sensations occurs
through a variety of different means. This moves our discussion of con-
sumption from the purchase and display of material goods, to consider how
actual experiences and sensations, whose pretequisite is having a body to
experience them, can be bought and sold. From theme parks to nature
tourism (explored especially in Chapter 5, ‘Nature, Inc.’), the increasing
address to bodily experience is a function of the increasing fluidity of capi-
talism, and entails a very different form of ‘production’ as a result (see e.g.
Pine and Gilmote 1999; Thrift 2005). We will see that, in consuming sen-
sations, there is a dialectic of discipline and transgression. In certain spaces
of consumption, for example health and fitness clubs, the emphasis is on
discipline and control; whereas other spaces, for example holiday resorts and
dockside bar areas, emphasise excess and transgression, the ‘carnivalesque’.

CONSUMING BODIES, PRODUCING BODIES

As a kind of prefatory note, briefly looking at the economics of production
and consumption once again will help us t¢ argue about embodied prac-
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tices of eating, and thence commodifications of experience and sensation.
Production and consumption are two inseparable aspects of the produc-
tion and reproduction of human life, but in modern society these concepts
have become separated. Before the socialisation of labour, that is, the sepa-
ration of labour from the domestic setting to the more general economic
sphere, what was produced was for immediate consumption. At this stage,
production is identical with consumption, as both are entailed equally in
order to preserve life: “in taking in food, for example, which is a form of
consumption, the human being produces his own body”, says Marx
(1973: 91). With the emergence of a social division of labout, consump-
tion becomes separated from production, and must be mediated by a sys-
rem of distribution and exchange, in other words commerce. So instead of
simply exercising our bodies in a healthy lifestyle, we earn a living doing
inhuman, unhealthy work to pay for exercise, medicine, holidays, and
suchlike, continually bargaining between time and money.

Therefore, it is not simply that production provides the starting
point and consumption the end point of distribution and exchange.
Marx explores these relations in depth in the first part of the Grundrisse,
where he argues that: “Production is also immediately consumption”
(1973: 90), for several reasons, of which I list three. Firstly, as noted, the
body consuming food in order to become effective labour (to produce
more, to produce better). Secondly, the inherent creativity of consump-
tion is also a form of production, an idea revisited continuously
throughout this book. And thirdly, the notion of consumption as restor-
ing oneself to a previous state, the reproduction of the individual: “The
individual produces an object and, by consuming it, returns to himself,
but returns as a productive and self-reproducing individual” (1973: 94).
These obsetvations by Marx concerning consumption as production will
be useful when considering the production of bodies that results from
so-called ‘industrial food” and the ‘McBody’, as well as the different
notions and metaphors of the consuming body in its interface wich the
capitalist logic of production.

Cyborg bodies, vampire bodies, zombie bodies

One notion of consumption still feeds back into the notion of the con-
sumer as ‘sucker’, but in a different, more literal way. The thesis of Rob
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Latham's Consuming Youth is that young consumers especially are part vam-
pire and part cyborg, since it is these fictional tropes that best embody the
“libidinal-political dynamics of the consumerist ethos to which young peo-
ple have been systematically habituated” (2002: 1). Thinking of these dif-
ferent forms of embodiment as fictional tropes reveals perspectives on
human labour, its vitality and depletion within the larger mechanisms of
consumption and production, of what happens to bodies when subject to
industrial and postindustrial sectings of physical machinery (the means of
production, factories) and social mechanisms (cycles of innovation, con-
sumption as creativity and expression, upgrade cycles).

Vampire bodies. Firstly, the vampyric element of consumption comes
from the fact that, as Marx himself noted in his analysis of labour and pro-
duction in the industrial age in Capital, the flipside of development and
progress was inhuman exploitation. Labour powet and the incessant need
for production and profits meant that the lifeblood was being sucked from
the workers. In the Victorian age, people entered the wotkforce very
young. It was not until the 1920s ot 1930s that youth was valued sepa-
rately for its contributions of energy and vitality in the industrial work-
place. The valuing of youth in the industrial workplace, based on the
capacity for quick learning and adaptability, then culturally valorised
youth as a distinct entity. Ewen (2001 {1976]) argues it was a result of
this that advertising and marketing directly to the category of youthful
consumers and producers could take place. Hence, the sucking of youthful
energy and vitality in terms of production is vampyric, as is the reliance of
advertising and marketing on the generation of ever-new youth categories
and subcultures (teenagers, tweenagers, pre-teens, etc.), sucking their
ideas, being parasitic on these youth groups for the creation of new fads,
styles and sounds in order to sell these back to them. Or, in Ewen’s words,
“corporations which demanded youth on the production line now offered
that same youth through their products” (2001 [1976}: 146).

Cyborg bodies. Secondly in Latham’s account, the cyborg element.
In the history of consumption, the notion of Fordist production was cru-
cial. Wich long production lines, factories with a combination of heavy
machinery and human labour that were producing car after car in a con-
tinuous process, Seltzer observes a “logic; of prosthesis” (in Latham
2002: 14) in operation, the coupling of the human and the machine in
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complex operations. A prosthesis, such as an artificial leg, is a machinic
extension of the human body, and so we can see this as a cyborg cou-
pling of the human and the machine. In the factory, which is basically
an organised series of flows of processes, materials and information, and
which involves both humans and machines in patterns of feedback and
response, it is “cybernetic” (Wiener 1948, 1950).

But what exactly is the relationship between cyborgs, youth and con-
sumption? There are three ways that cyborgs are relevant in the present
discussion. Firstly, the adaptability and willingness to learn that made
young people become valued in heavily mechanised factories that Ewen
(2001 {1976]) noted, above, is a direct resule of the organisation of capi-
tal and mass production that was Fordism. Young human workers’ flexi-
bility and adaptability in working with machines, to be part of the
informational and mechanical loops and feedback mechanisms, means
that they are literally cybernetic organisms. Secondly, in a figurative
sense. Building on Wiener’s definition of cybernetic, Donna Haraway
argues that “we are all chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids of
machine and organism” (1991). But the real importance of such hybrids
lies not in the combination of human and machine, but in the capacity
of reconfiguring, for changing categories and signs. As Haraway defines
them, cyborgs are “boundary creatures”, having a destabilising tendency
within society, and always signifying, making signs, and having the
ability to reorganise or redistribute them. The play of gender, the muta-
bility of the body and facial appearance, the tanning of skin, are all
things that embodied consumers are doing. Problematising existing
boundaries, challenging moral codes, destabilising traditional gendered
and ethnic roles are pursued in the application of make-up, the purchase
of music, the tanning of skin. Thirdly, based on evidence compiled con-
cerning mobile phone use, the cyborg-like adaptability to the everyday
use of mobiles for text messaging means that making social arrange-
ments is often conducted on the fly, so-called “approximeeting”
(Hammersley 2005: 24), and the continual use of thumbs for writing
such messages is physically altering the body, making the hands more
dextrous (Plant 2002). We will return to this aspect of youth culture
and mobile telephony in Chapter 6, ‘The knowing consumer?’.

Zombie bodies. A possibility not explored by Latham is that of
zombie embodiment. Zombies exemplify a particular relation between
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mind and body, and are used in philosophical thought experiments to
highlighe che results of mind—body separation. From the introduction
to this chaprer, mind—body dualism has been prevalent in Western his-
tory and philosophy, but zombies are invoked as (un)living examples of
what happens to bodies without minds. Inserted into relations of pro-
duction and consumption, zombies also figure as those whose vitality
and higher conscious processes are removed by repetitive labour and
uninspiring jobs, in a similar vein to Marx’s vampyric bodies, and this is
explored in the horror film Dawn of the Dead (1978) and, in more slap-
stick homage, Shaun of the Dead (2004). The former is a bleak satire on
consumption, where a few survivors take refuge from zombie hordes in a
Pictsburgh shopping mall, and scenes of zombies shuffling through the
elegant atriums and past immobile mannequins draped in expensive
clothes is a powerful visual parody of, literally, mindless consumerism.
The latter explores with great comedic effect the fact that the prolifera-
tion of mindless McJobs and the incessant need to be cool make us
indistinguishable from the actual zombies that start to appear.

Shaping the body

Returning to Bourdieu’s ideas about taste, class and ‘habitus’ (explained
in Chapter 2), something of these relations of class, production and the
material construction of the body is expressed in Distinction (1986a), and
follows from the précis of Marx, above. The way that class structure
allows the body a different habitus, or set of possibilities for acting and
consuming, ensures that these tastes and lifestyles based on class back-
ground become literally embodied, helping to materially shape the
body: “Taste, a class structure turned into nature, that is, embodied, helps
to shape the class body” (Bourdieu 1986a: 190). Everything that the
body ingests, whether materially or psychologically, he argues, is gov-
erned by this class scructure. Actual body shapes, material morphologies
of bodies over time, are therefore the result of these decisions and possi-
bilities that are a function of class background, Bourdieu argues:

It follows that the body is the most indisputable materialization of
class taste, which it manifests in several ways. It does this first in the
seemingly most natural features of the body, the dimensions (vol-
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ume, height, weight) and shapes (round or square, stiff or supple,
straight or curved) of its visible forms, which express in countless
ways a whole relation to the body, i.e. a way of treating it, caring for it,
feeding it, maintaining it, which reveals the deepest dispositions of
the habitus.

(1986a: 190)

From Bourdieu, Shilling highlights the multiple ways that the body
becomes commodified, especially in Western societies. Not only does its
morphology alter according to taste and habitus, but the body also
becomes a form of ‘physical capital’, he argues, one that complements
Bourdieu’s notion of ‘cultural capital”:

Bourdieu’s analysis of the body involves an examination of the multi-
ple ways in which the body has become commodified in modern soci-
eties. This refers not only to the body's implication in the buying and
selling of labour power, but to the methods by which the body has
become a more comprehensive form of physical capital; a possessor
of power, status and distinctive symbolic forms which is integral to
the accumulation of various resources.

{1993: 127)

Different classes emphasise different activities and sports, for exam-
ple, which thereby shape the body in vatious ways, showing a relation
between cultural capital, economic capital and physical capital. Turner
claims that each class has a sport that articulates its particular form of
economic and culeural capital: “weighclifting articulates working class
bodies, while jogging and tennis produce a body which is at ease in the
middle class milieu or habitus” (1992: 88). We are familiar with the
cultural representations of the body; in fact, depictions of bodies and
bodily ideals are inescapable in everyday life. But Turner shows here
how the body is also socially produced, and this coincides directly with
the rise of consumer culture from the 1920s onwards, where bodily
norms are created and reproduced (Bell and Valentine 1997: 26;
Featherstone 2003: 163ff.). Having established such norms and aspira-
tional bodily ideals, bodily maintenance itself becomes a marketable
commodity (Featherstone 1991b). From the class-based activities of the
habitus we now shift attention back to the consumption of food.
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The McBody: Fordist food

Bearing in mind that only those affluent enough in urban induscrial
societies can truly choose to eat healthily, poverty often means an
impoverishment of choice in these matters, and the position that
Bourdieu observes — “Plain speaking, plain eating: the working-class
meal is characterized by plenty” (1984: 194). Writing about food and
the city, David Bell takes a similar approach to Bourdieu, but with a
twist of McDonaldization (Ritzer 1993), the double movement of
homogenisation and heterogenisation discussed in Chapter 3. Following
on from the logic of Fordist industrial production, the standardisation
of products and the inflexibility of the production line simply and
ceaselessly churning out commodities, Bell talks of “industrial food”:

Industrial food, like modernist architecture, might once have been
seen as an answer to social problems, but now seems only to bring
new troubles, new indigestions. Of course, abundance-as-sameness
still has a prominent place, most notably in fast foods, where it is
matched by super-sizing as a double abundance.

(2002:12)

Industrial food, exemplified by fast-food outlets, bears the legacy of
Fordist food preparation, producing abundance, predictabilicy and regu-
laricy, under the mantra of McDonaldizacion. This relation of Fordist
industrial production and the consumption of industrial food, obviously,
has effects on the body. Fordist food production produces the Fordist
consumet, too, the McBody:

Americans are conscripted to the unseasonable pursuit of abun-
dance. The impossibility of the dream is saved by the transiation of
quality into quantity and the identification of availability with desir-
ability.

{O’Neill 1999: 49)

Morgan Spurlock’s recent documentary Super Size Me (USA, 2004)
takes this premise of the McBody to its bizarre and logical conclu-
sion. Existing purely on a diet of McDonalds food for a month, and
against the advice of doctors and dieticians who regularly monitor
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him throughout the experiment, Spurlock charts the effects of che
regime of fast food on the body. The rules were simple: his three
meals a day must all be from the McDonalds menu, and if scaff ever
offered to ‘super size’ the order (increasing from a regular size to an
extra-large size), he had to agree. The citle therefore refers both to the
order ‘Super size me!’, requesting an extra-large meal, and to che
actual bodily effects that resulted — a super-sized Morgan Spurlock.
The physiological effects charted chroughouc che film are scartling,
ranging from weight gain, sugar addiction, ‘McSweats’, ‘McTwitches’
and vomiting. “Over the month, he gains 25lb and his cholesterol
level goes through the roof” (McKie 2004). Heart palpitations and
breathing difficulties start occurring after only twenty-one days, and
his doctor equates the effects of the food to an all-out assault on his
systemn. There 1s no better illustration of the McBody, the physiologi-
cal effects of industrial food, the notion of how the body responds to
the Fordist ethic of abundance, or the equation of availabilicy with
desirability. Quite apart from Bourdieu’s notion of the effects of habi-
tus or class background on the body, as we have seen, the consump-
tion of ‘industrial food’ in a regime of Fordist production has
noticeable physiological, psychological and material effects on the
body. This could usefully be contrasted with more affluent, middle-
class concerns with health foods and the rise of the organic movement
in the affluent West.

CONSUMPTION AS EMBODIED EXPERIENCE
Consuming food

Cooking and eating are perhaps the most literal forms that consumption
as ‘using up’ can take. The ‘McBody’ as a result of industrial food has
been touched upon, but here the everyday practices of cooking and eat-
ing directly relate consumption to embodiment, to accumulation, the
growth and shape of individual bodies. “At the simplest biological level,
by the act of eating and absorption of food, we become what we eat”
(Lupton 1996: 16). As what we eat accrues symbolic and cultural mean-
ings quite apart from merely physiological values, altering our eating
regimen similarly alters our body, making it become something different.
Increasingly, social theory is taking account of the- fragmented and
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changing experiences of embodiment and of subjectivity, such that, in
Shilling’s words, the body is a project, an “entity in the process of
becoming” (1993: 5). Food is one way that the body is experienced and
situated in cultural context. But food as literal consumption maps onto
more general consumer practices in a number of ways. Firstly, in the
way that food and eating are central to our subjectivity, our sense of self,
and our experience of embodiment. Secondly, the morphology of self
and body and their shifting contexts underlines the fact that, through
consumption, we are continually undergoing processes of physiological,
psychological, and cultural becoming, and much else besides.

Once we accept that both bodies and subjectivities are dynamic, and
that consumption of food and consumption in general are modes of
influencing and arciculating this process of becoming, then we arrive at
something like Foucault’s ‘practices’ or ‘technologies’ of the self (Martin
et al. 1988). If Bourdieu’s habitus was mostly structured from the out-
side through class and background, Foucault’s practices of the self are
part of the individual's own project to construct and express their iden-
tity, adopting discourses as well as physical phenomena (clothes, com-
modities) to aid them. As Lupton explains,

The practices of the self are the ways in which individuals respond to
external imperatives concerning self-regulation and comportment,
how they recognise them as important or necessary and incorporate
these imperatives into everyday life. Such practices ‘inscribe’ or ‘write’
upon the body, marking and shaping it in culturally specific ways
which are then ‘read’ or interpreted by others.

(1996:15)

Consumption practices that involve the body, such as the purchase of
clothing and ornamentation, are clearly practices of the self. Food habits
and eating preferences are also clearly core practices of the self, in terms
of eating culturally ‘appropriate’ foods, and presenting a persona that is
interpreted by others through particular foods, table manners and body
shape. There are three other factors worthy of consideration that relate
consumption of food to consumption in general.

First, both Lupton (1996: 17) and Bell and Valentine (1997: 49) fix
upon what Claude Fischler calls the “omnivore’s paradox” (1988). Again,
this is an oscillation between states, a movement that characterises much
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of this chapter and indeed this book. The paradox lies in the fact that, as
human omnivores, we need a varied diet and so tend towards innovation
and variation in food types. Yet, simultaneously, food is also a potential
source of danger, contamination and disease, and so we must be conser-
vative about what we eat. “The omnivore’s paradox lies in the tension,
the oscillation becween the two poles of neophobia (prudence, fear of the
unknown, resistance to change) and neophilia (the tendency to explore, the
need for change, novelty, variety)”, as Fischler explains (1988: 278).
The process of making a food civilised, acceptable and amenable to us is a
cultural stamp or imprint onto unknown territory, effectively turning
‘nature’ into ‘culture’. Eating the flesh of other humans is widely unac-
ceptable, yet the flesh of some animals is more acceptable as ‘food’ than
others. There are cultural processes at work in turning what one Chinese
man described as the “putrefied mucous discharge of an animal’s guts”
(Driver, in Lupton 1996: 35) into what Westerners see it as: cheese. This
double movement, the paradox of neophilia and neophobia, is a necessary
tension in terms of maintaining the individual body (feeding it yet pro-
tecting it) and the collective body (defining whac is and is not acceptable).
In addicion, if we were searching for another paradox of consumption in
general, neophilia and neophobia could characterise our insatiable desire
for novelty yet resistance to commodities and experiences.

Second, Lupton identifies a dialectic of asceticism and consumption
(1996: 131), another mechanism in line with the tension and release, or dis-
cipline and transgression, that has run throughout this chapter. The inher-
ently embodied experience of eating shows up the dialectic neatly: our
self-discipline accommodates the manners of the civilised society that we
have been socialised into, whereas our animalistic tendencies would revel in
the sheer pleasures of gluttony, and the almost sexual abandon that results.
In fact, as Lupton (1996) and Probyn (2000) show, there are continual links
between sexual temptation and gluttony, acknowledging the manufac-
tured divide between unfettered desire (Freud's ‘pleasure principle’) and
self-discipline (Freud’s ‘reality principle’). To separate these tendencies so
starkly is also to separate the bodily pleasures (food and sex) from the con-
trol of the mind. We thereby revisit the separation between mind and body
that started this chapter. This is impottant because mind—body dualism cet-
tainly characterises the anorexic body, the body that is subjugated to the
will of the mind that craves food but which fears contamination (of bound-
aries, of body, of shape). Bordo (1993) acknowledges this mind-body
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separation in the anorexic body, the lusts and desires of the body being tem-
pered by acts of will and control. Like the anorexic body, we are subject to
the “food/health/beauty triplex”, argues Lupton (1996: 137), and this is
increasingly the case with men, as Bocock (1993: 105) discusses. This nexus
of concepts is what makes the slim body a youthful, sexually attractive body,
only possible through a continual regime of dieting and/or exercise. Since
we ate all subject to this triplex to varying degrees, we are similarly subject
to the dialectic of asceticism and consumption. In escaping discipline and
self-control, by allowing bodily pleasures, animalistic and excessive desires
that spill over normal ot everyday boundaries, we celebrate transgression,
excess, consumption, the carnivalesque, as will be discussed in the following
section.

Third, Arjun Appadurai interestingly relates consumption and
embodiment with time. There is a periodicity to consumption that is
exemplified 1n eating food, especially when it comes to rituals or rites of
passage. We remember the cake at a wedding, the firsc time we taste
alcohol, or the ‘last meal’ of a condemned prisoner. He characterises con-
temporary consumption as governed by ephemerality, scopophilia (the
love of looking) and body manipulation, linked into “a set of practices
that involve a radically new relationship between wanting, remembering,
being and buying” (1993: 33). The radically ephemeral and periodic
nature of consumption is something that allows the play of identity, a
kind of oscillation between wanting, wishing, being and buying that 1s
part of the whole cycle of processes of consumption. The following sec-
tion, ‘Consuming sensation’, looks at the notion of phantasmagoria, the
dreamlike state of imaginative possibilities in consumption settings.
This imaginative engagement with the possibilities that consumption
affords is also examined in terms of the concrete spaces of modernity, the
arcades and department stores of Paris, in Chapter 7. For now, let us
think of the periodicity of consumption as heavily embodied, where che
cycle from interest or arousal to the possibilities of the commodity is
then tempered by the abject, disgust, contempt and renewal. Appadurai
continues the theme of consumption as periodic and ephemeral:

Ephemerality becomes the civilising counterpart of flexible accumula-
tion and the work of the imagination is to link the ephemerality of
goods with the pleasures of the senses. :

(1993: 33)
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Consuming Sensation

Continuing the theme of the ephemerality of goods, the pleasures of the
senses, we move on from food to explore other aspects of embodied con-
sumption. The desiring, wishing consumer who looks at commodities
in their luxurious settings is particularly relevant to arcades and early
department stores, the spaces of consumption, and this is examined in
some depth in Chapter 7. However, aspects of desiring, fulfilment and
consummation oscillate between the ephemeral and imaginative and the
inescapably embodied, and so the embodied subject’s experience of fan-
tasy and fulfilment can be usefully explored here. Firstly, the experience
of fantasy, the pursuit of commodities and their representations, allies
some psychoanalytic concepts into the process of consumption.
Secondly, the disputation and subversion of prevailing social authority
and control is examined in the celebration of transgression and excess in
festivals and carnival. Both of these being embodied experiences, we
will see that they are embodied in different ways, both literal and
metaphorical. Earlier, this chapter was concerned with some concretely
embodied experiences of food, body and habitus, but later in this sec-
tion we consider the transition from the consumption of material com-
modities to that of experiential commodities — consumption of
experiences, what Lee terms a “de-materialisation” (1993: 135), and
Pine and Gilmore term the “experience economy” (1999).

Mental pleasures of wishing, desiring and fantasy

An important component to our everyday expetience of consumption is the
wishing for commodities, the daydreaming of possibilities, that comes
from window-shopping. As desite, its satisfaction is constantly postponed
or deferred, never quite reaching satiation or fulfilment. Previously we
noted that a part of ‘consumption’ resides in ‘consummation’ or fulfilment,
a bringing to completion, and this would imply attaining satisfaction.
Closing a deal between shopper and salesperson, making a sale, is often
described as “consummatory”, as Bowlby (1993: 109) notes. Of course, for
the consumer any satisfaction is short-lived, and any sense of fulfilment
passes swiftly, furthering this sexual metaphor. We become habituated to a
new product and anticipate the next one. We experience a sustained and

ever-renewed wishing or desiring that continually seeks fulfilment.
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Knowing this, the question concerning desire and consumption is not
about a producet being “used” (or used up, consumed), but how those “cli-
mactic moments” (1993: 110) of anticipation and satiation can be reached.
In this way, fantasy culminates in a ‘real” event, but is then renewed.

In German, phantasie denotes an imaginative world and its con-
tents, but not necessarily in opposition to any ‘real” world. “Fancasy is
an imagined scene in which the subject is a protagonist, and which
always represents the fulfilment of a wish”, as Cowie (1999: 356) suc-
cinctly explains. As protagonist, perhaps echoing Campbell’s notion of
the romantic consumer discussed in Chapter 1, fantasy is experienced
from a first-person perspective. True, it is not ‘reality’ as such, but our
familiar experiences of daydreaming and fantasy have an undeniable
strength and existence of their own, an existence that runs parallel to
our everyday, ‘normal’ perceptions of concrete reality. Fanrasies of
identity, of imagining oneself otherwise, are often pursued through
consumption and window-shopping, and Angela McRobbie recognises
the importance for young women especially of “the space of fantasy ...
the state of distractions ... the daydream” (in Lury 1996: 185), as we
shall do. Freud for example makes this distinction, between the
“material reality” and the “psychical reality” of unconscious wishes
and fancasy, explicit:

If we look at unconscious wishes reduced to their most fundamental
and truest shape, we shall have to conclude no doubt that psychical
reality is a particular form of existence not to be confused with mate-
rial reality.

(Freud 1900, in Cowie 1999: 357)

As consumers, the cultivation of unconscious wishes and desires, the
endless promise of unattainable fulfilment, is offered to us when window-
shopping, browsing, or “just looking” (Bowlby 1985). Advertisements in
whatever media pander to the imagination and the “ceaseless consumption
of novelty” (Slater 1997: 96). Employing Campbell’s (1987) distinction
between the romantically inspired consumer and the rational economic
subject, advertisements engage our romantic, capricious and hedonistic
side, and in Slater’s words are “about feeling, imaginative desiring and
longing, rather than reason” (1997: 95). Weido not habitually confuse psy-
chical reality with material reality, yet in the translation between ‘wishing’

and ‘having’, between ‘desiring’ and ‘possession’, elements of psychical
reality do become material reality. When shopping, the fantasy of owning
and possessing a commodity is played through, turned over, explored in
our minds. Seeing a figurine within a glass cabinet in a department store,
we might ask a sales assistant to ‘see’ it — meaning to hold, touch, manipu-
late the object — and we might imagine where the figurine might be
placed in our house, how it might fit with other similar objects that we
own. Its material properties are browsed, played through. If at last we do
purchase the object, its material reality comes home with us, and “that
quintessential twentieth-century psychical drama” (Bowlby 1993: 104)
that starts with browsing and culminates in the sale, is played out. The
sale, the consummation, translates the psychical idea to the physical act;
impression to expression; those conscious and unconscious mental events of
fantasy into physical, material, embodied reality. In its path from psychical
reality to material reality, however, atctainment is never equated with fulfil-
ment. Desire renews itself, and wishing begins again.

Nevertheless, this consummatory fantasy does not necessarily entail
that consumers are being ‘duped’, easily led; consumers are often char-
acterised as suckers or dupes, figures with vague sets of desires, uncon-
scious wishes and cravings that can be manipulated or redirected (see
Chapter 7). But the relationship between object and fantasy is not so
straightforward, and the Freudian model of the consumer in textbooks
and marketing manuals certainly has its limitations. Bowlby has analysed
numerous historical manuals for sales staff that take pleasure through
transforming the “psychical wish into a physiological action” (1993:
115), deploying and misappropriating Freudian terminology. Despite
being wishful, fantasies “are not about a wish to have some determinate
object, making it present for the subject”, declares Cowie (1999: 360).
In other words, it 1s not so straightforwardly object orientated, nor is it
reducible to the infamous Freudian mechanism of penis-envy, of absent
presence. In my department store example, above, it is the fantasy of
what the object would be, its possible delights and imagined settings in
the home, that is mentally explored, played through. This distinction is
important, and means that the creative play of imagination is irre-
ducible to mere mechanism. As Safouan declares, echoing Lacan,
“instead of being co-opted to an object, desire is first co-opted to a fan-
tasy” (in Cowie 1999: 361). For, if desire were co-opted to an object,
satisfaction would be achieved once the object was actained. If desire is



104 THE COMMODIFICATION OF EXPERIENCE AND SENSATION

co-opted to a fantasy, then the attainment of an object alters nothing,
for the fantasy remains; going from one object to another, satisfaction is
deferred. It is vacillation, a wavering movement between psychical
desire and its bodily satisfaction, then back again.

In shopping arcades, department stores and malls, what matters as
much as the object itself is the setting, the window display, the mise en
scéne. These spaces of consumption are examined in Chapter 7, but the
effectiveness of the setting of the object is considerable. It is the setting,
the arrangement of objects in some luxurious or enviable context, rather
than the singular object itself, that perpetuates the fantasy:

Fantasy involves, is characterised by, not the achievement of desired
objects, but the arranging of, a setting out of, desire: a veritable mise-
en-scéne of desire. For, of course, Lacan says, desire is unsatisfiable
[...] The fantasy depends not on particular objects, but on their set-
ting out; and the pleasure of fantasy lies in the setting out, not in the
having of the objects.

(Cowie 1999: 361, text corrected)

Bearing this in mind, the experience of shopping is one simultaneously of
imagination, sensuality, fantasy, wishing and desire. The raw material in
fantasy is drawn from everyday embodied experience and sensations, a
reworking of previous encounters with objects and settings in the present
moment. In a famous article on fantasy, Laplanche and Pontalis state: “The
day-dream is a shadow play, ucilising its kaleidoscopic material drawn from
all quarters of human experience” (1968: 13). The first-person experience is
almost heroic yet distracted, a strolling subject who makes and remakes
themselves in response to the manifold objects on offer in their often luxu-
rious and exotic window displays (on this subject, the fléneur is discussed
further in Chapter 7). At once a rich imaginative and embodied experience,
both mental and physical, allowing a scent or brush of fabric to distract the
attention and, even if momentarily, to open up a space for daydreaming.

Bodily pleasures and the ‘carnivalesque’

While daydreaming is an everyday occurrence, the body’s constant pres-
ence as material reality runs alongside the tmagination, the psychic real-
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ity of which Freud spoke. The dualism between mental and physical,
mind and body, should be familiar, known as Cartesian dualism after the
French philosopher and mathematician René Descartes (1596-1650).
While there is a long tradition in Western thoughe of valuing the mind
as opposed to the body, in recent decades the importance of the body has
been reasserted in philosophy and social theory. In many aspects of con-
sumption embodiment is crucial, the dualism is inverted, and the physi-
cal body is prioritised over the rational mind. This is explored in
consumer psychology and appeals to pre-reflective sensuality, for example
(see Chapter 6). We will follow a different strand of desiring and wishing
now, one that is emphatically embodied. In tourist literature, one site
where this dualism is inverted but not deconstructed is that of the beach.
Rob Shields (1992, after Turner 1974) sees the beach as an example of a
“liminal space”, where known social orders may be suspended, and differ-
ent rules apply. For all the writings concerning the body and the gen-
dered politics of embodiment; it is as if the beach reminds us of a
different evaluation of embodiment, where the body in its aesthetic obvi-
ousness, its physique and physiology, is inescapable. Shields understands
beaches as liminal spaces in that they offer some kind of alternative to
the disciplines and routines of modern city life. The liminality of the
beach functions as a form of disorder, a place of 'desire’, contrasted with
the instrumentality and bureaucracy of city life. Beaches and the bodies
on them provide a cultural space for illicic pleasures, of sexuality, of play,
of display, and a place culturally designated as being between nature and
culture. In this sense, liminality signifies the difference between a space
of discipline and a space of pleasure, where the city emphasises work,
labour and industry, whereas the beach valorises the body and its plea-
sures, not only the play and display of bodies but also ‘dirty weekends’,
the sexual innuendo of music hall, and saucy postcards.

To develop the inversion of body over mind, another related term
that incorporates these themes of pleasure, consumption and embodi-
ment is thac of the ‘carnivalesque’. This notion derives from the work of
Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975), a Marxist literary critic who wrote about
the medieval French poet Rabelais. Bakhtin’s concern with carnival was
to see how it disrupted the rules of everyday practice and hierarchy in
the medieval world. Carnival upended several hierarchies: there was a
king of fools, emphasis on bodies and orifices racher than minds or che
clergy, and a celebration of excess and surfeit in the face of everyday
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hunger and lack. The excess and disruption of carnival signifies not only
energy and vitality, but also a potential political subversion, a temporary
freedom from social control:

The carnivalesque crowd in the marketplace or in the streets is not
merely a crowd. It is the people as a whole, but organized in their own
way, the way of the people. It is outside of and contrary to all existing
forms of the coercive socioeconomic and political organization, which
is suspended for the time of the festivity.

(Bakhtin 1984: 255)

Popular pleasures are not those of the mind but of the body. [t is the
emphasis on bodily pleasures in carnival rather than the usual bureau-
cratic, legal and theological order that locates larger social concerns
within the individual body, and makes the body a site of struggle and
resistance, of power and evasion, of discipline and transgression. These
bodily pleasures are unashamedly populist and immersive, not divorcing
the spectacle from the observers, but involving all:

Carnival does not know footlights, in the sense that it does not
acknowledge any distinction between actors and spectators [...]
Carnival is not a spectacle seen by the people: they live in it, and
everyone participates because its very idea embraces all the people.
(1984:7)

Against the legislature and control over the body politic, the individual
body, with its popular pleasures and capacity for excess and trangression,
allowed a creative and playful freedom that was potentially a threat. Fiske
(1989a: 76) puts this dialectic of discipline and trangression in terms of
“recreation” and “release”, such that the forms of organised leisure or recre-
ation imposed by authotity are opposed by the carnivalesque, focused on
bodily pleasures and by nature excessive. During Victotian times, for exam-
ple, holidays from work were highly organised, based around moral
improvement and family values, encouraging temperance and sobriety;
whereas spontaneous, bottom-up organisation by participants celebrated the
popular pleasures of the body, of drinking, fighting, fornication and excess.
Both these are visible in the history of Brighton beach, as Shields (1992)
shows, the attractiveness of Brighton lying in its proximity to London.
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With bodily pleasures comes release, and rather than the guarded
subjectivity and temperance encouraged by the prevailing social order, a
loss of self is incutred, a release from “socially constructed and disci-
plined subjectivity”, as Fiske (1989a: 83) puts it. Something exceeds the
usual, policed boundaries of practice and decorum in these moments of
release, and the emphasis on bodily pleasure entails only a small step to
the metaphor of orgasmic release, the form of pleasure exerted from an
external source that Barthes describes as “jouissance” (1975). Wich this
form of release, the individual body is no longer policed and disciplined
but spills over or exceeds; Foucault’s (1990: 103ff.) characterisation of
medieval bodies is one where orifices open up, sexuality, dirt and disease
spread between them. The regulation and disciplining of the body and
its practices subsequently in the seventeenth century increased the
power of the state over that of the individual through the locus of the
body. As Fiske summarises, the body “is where the power-bearing defi-
nitions of social and sexual normality are, literally, embodied, and is
consequently che site of discipline and punishment for deviation from
these norms” (1989a: 90). These social and sexual norms were held by
the bourgeoisie, who feared the proletarian body wich its popular, bod-
ily pleasures. This is essentially an oppositional account chac puts the
people versus the power-bloc, as Stuart Hall (1981, after Gramsci 1971)
describes. This is discussed further in Chapeer 6.

Borh Bakhtin (1984) and Barthes (1973) use the example of the
Italian commedia dell’arre, a band of comic improvisational actors and
performers in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, who travelled
around and performed in town squares and piazzas. Unashamedly pop-
ulist, the performances were often bawdy, using sexual language and
physical comedy to poke fun at society’s respectable norms and values.
This was effected by exaggerated styles and developing stock characters
to be satirised. An important element of chis was the grotesque, exagger-
ating characters and situations for comic effect, and the use of masks
and props, for the purpose of satire, foolery and laughter. Barthes's inno-
vation is to relate this physical spectacle of bodies to television
wrestling, and while this is undoubtedly embodied, exaggerated and
possibly cathartic, its satirical content is mostly self-sacire. However, the
influence of the carnivalesque, its exaggeration into the grotesque, and
the improvisational, quick-witted and subversive qualities of the perfor-
mances, runs throughout the tradicion of theacre and performance, and
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is undeniably present in modern consumet settings of pleasure and fes-
tivity such as the beach and the music festival. The carnivalesque, in its
Renaissance and more recent incarnations, is emphatically embodied,
and as should be clear, celebrates the spontaneity and physicality of
‘release’ rather than the imposed order of ‘recreation’. In the context of
modern business management, Pine and Gilmore (1999) are more con-
cerned with the provision of experiences as opposed to services, attempt-
ing to describe and indeed engineer an ‘experience economy’. It is no
accident that the cover of their book features a photograph of a Venetian
carnival commedia dell'arze mask.

We can easily see elements of the carnivalesque and grotesque in
beach settings in old postcards, Donald McGills’s notoriously saucy
postcards involving fat women and innuendo being the most famous;
in practices of eating and drinking, in play and display. But we must
exercise caution before unduly celebrating the popular pleasures of the
carnivalesque. Mary Russo (1994) for example takes her cue from a
phrase heard as a child, “She is making a spectacle of herself”, to point
towards problems for women in relation to the carnivalesque, for it was
often women’s bodies (as in McGills’s postcards) that were the object of
laughter. Arthurs and Grimshaw (1999) also explore this problematic
notion of the carnivalesque, and the plethora of reality television shows
that show female bodies as spectacle, as transgressing from the gen-
dered norm of self-control and discipline, is discussed by Arthurs
(2004). We might ask whether carnivalesque displays of bodies on
beaches and on reality television shows such as Tempiasion Island
devalue women, making them grotesque, instead of providing a space
for cheir liberation from normal conventions of deportment and
behaviour. Similarly, the space of music festivals has increasingly
become commeodified. Starting from free festivals in the 1960s and
1970s, music festivals such as cthe Glastonbury Festival of
Contemporary Performing Arts, whose first festival in 1970 cost £1
and included a free pint of milk from the farm, have now become vast
corporate behemoths. Bodily pleasures are nevertheless emphasised,
involving everything from dancing, drug-taking, alcohol-fuelled hedo-
nism to the more sedate pleasures of Retki massage and Tai Chi.
Undoubtedly a temporary space of pleasure and release rather than dis-
cipline or mere recreation, it has become increasingly over-subscribed,
increasingly organised for reasons of security and crowd control, but

also sponsored, commodified and homogenised as a result. This argu-
ment is allied to that developed in Chapter 3 on ‘McDisneyfication’,

A criticism of the carnivalesque that follows from the above observa-
tions is that they are licensed moments of the eruption of the grotesque.
The challenging of the usual order is permitted, as Eagleton (1981)
argues, because the release that is effected works as an important social
safety valve, actually strengthening the social hierarchy and the appara-
tus of social control. The disruptive moment that carnival allows is
recuperated or assimilated into the prevailing order. While celebrating
popular pleasures, even satirising those in authority, its political effec-
tiveness in terms of challenging or progressively reordering the forces of
power and control 1s limited. In answer to this criticism, Stallybrass and
White (1986) argue instead that the truth varies, and that carnival
should not be essentialised as either genuinely progressive or as simply
another mechanism whereby the prevailing order reasserts itself. As
Fiske (1989a: 100) summarises, historically the place of carnival in
medieval Europe did, at some key points, have politically transformative
effects, with popular uprisings occurring at festival times, and more
recently festival can be utopian and counter-hegemonic. Whatever the
actual political effects are, these spaces and times of bodily pleasure and
excess do expose, if only momentarily, the fragility and arbitrariness of
the social order. They are also testament to the vitality and energy of
popular forces, the excessive energies that bleed beyond the normal body
and the normal social order. The potential to be progressive and disrup-
tive is there, even if this is not always actualised.

CONCLUSION: BODILY RESTRAINT AND EXCESS

It would be all too easy in a chapter entitled ‘Bodyshopping’ to become
literal, turning the discussion towards cosmetic surgery, liposuction,
and other ways that bodies are commodified, transformed, exchanged,
and bargained with. The popular media’s obsession with celebrities and
their altering of body parts is consistent with some themes introduced
here, but will receive no treatment here. Instead, we have covered a
number of themes concerning the immediacy of embodied expetiences
of consumption, of the way that the body is produced and teproduced
through relations of work, labour and class. Throughout this chapter we
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have explored and revisited a central mechanism, the dialectic of asceti-
cism and consumption, of discipline and transgression, of tension and
release, of mental control or fantasy and bodily pleasures. This has been
the case with food, with carnival, and with the commodification of
experiences and sensations. Writing about the body, even slim bodies, is
a gargantuan task since they are implicated in so many forms of con-
sumption, and no book chapter can be exhaustive. By organising some
of the ideas and examples around a few central mechanisms of tension
and release, of discipline and transgression, of asceticism and consump-
tion, this at least highlights some important areas around embodiment.
These counter-tendencies of rationality, stoicism and self-control versus
the romantic valorisation of pleasure, emotions and impulses seem to
map neatly onto consumption. What Lupton (1996) identified as the
dialectic of asceticism and consumption is what Feacherstone describes
as the two imperatives of consumer culture — the release of control,
spending freely, consuming and indulging versus the maintenance of
control, saving, producing, the imposition of self-discipline (1990: 13).
Although evidently in opposition, the reality is that there is a continual
negotiation between positions, and the payoff is this: once we are in pos-
session of the slim, muscular body that requires so much self-concrol
and discipline, then we are more attractive and able to be hedonistic.
The one produces the other, and in face the disciplined body can consume
more in terms of ‘healthy’ options; diet yoghurts, overpriced water and
gym memberships show that this is actually a mechanism of both
asceticism and consumption, of discipline and transgression (Falk 1994:
65; Lupton 1996: 152).

For the remainder of this conclusion I wish to point towards some
areas where the “de-materialisation” of commodities (Lee 1993: 135) is
evident, whereby it is experiences and sensations that are sold rather
than material commodities. This shift is what Pine and Gilmore herald
as the arrival of an “experience economy” (1999). The usual organisation
of the provision of tangible commodities and material exchange that we
think of as straightforward production and consumption is subsequently
displaced by the provision of services such as restaurant food and finan-
cial advice in our ‘service economy’. But the ‘service economy’ is now
supplanted by our hunger for experiences, and an ‘experience economy’
results. The rise of theme parks, of themed restaurants where every-
where there is a performance, can touch on many other areas of business,
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they argue. The important element for consumer culture is the acknowl-
edgement that we are no longer solely interested in tangible goods, but
wish to participate in elaborately constructed spaces of fantasy and day-
dreaming, themed enterprises in which we can be immersed and escape
the mundane. While food as literal consumption is often an important
element of these new leisure experiences, the provision of less tangible
experiences and sensations is becoming increasingly important and
sought after. Particular rides and rollercoasters in theme parks for exam-
ple involve the engineering of complex bodily sensations such as kinaes-
thesia (the sense of movement), of balance, of visceral sensations. In
Chapter 7 concerning the spaces of consumption, some of these insights
of experience and immersion will be applied to shopping malls. In the
next chapter, concerning the commodification and consumption of
nacure, we will examine the way that nature-based theme parks package
a series of experiences to be consumed. They are already a part of the
experience economy, and signify one of the cultures of nature: as pre-
packaged entertainment, to be consumed.

11
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For the twentieth-century tourist, the world has become one
large department store of countrysides and cities.
(Schivelbusch 1986: 197)
‘SeaWorld is like a mall with fish.’
(A student, in Davis 1995: 206)

FROM SEAWORLD™ TO ‘SEE THE WORLD’: THE
SPECTACLE OF NATURE

If the majority of our everyday consumption practices occur wichin urban
settings, this should not obscure the fact that we consume nature in myrt-
iad ways. Whether in advertisements, posters, stores like The Body Shop
or visiting a travel agent’s, even within the densest urban formations
nacure is offered and sold to us. We avidly consume presentations and
representations of ‘nature’ and the ‘wild’, and consequently our desire to
engage with it more directly is perpetually fuelled. Direct engagements
with nature can occur through recreation and leisure pursuits, whether at
the beach, a country walk, at a nacure-based theme park, or on safari.
This chapter is concerned with the consumption of nature, which encails
the consumption of images, representations, fancasies and experiences of
the nonhuman environmenc in all its forms. For the purposes of this
chapter we consider two popular means of consuming nature: the man-
aged, pre-packaged and heavily mediated form of nature-based theme
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Figure 5.1 Let me show you the world in my eyes ... Photo of travel agent’s
rack of brochures. © 2005 Author photograph.

parks such as SeaWorld™ and Disney’s Animal Kingdom'™; and nature-
based tourism, exemplified by safari expeditions. These two forms of
consumption involve an assumed difference between the passive, pre-
packaged or Disneyized encounter with nature on the one hand
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(SeaWorld™), and the more active, ‘authentic’ or unmediated engage-
ment with nature on the other (‘See the World’). Any such simplistic dis-
tinction is problematic, however. Very rarely is the nonhuman
encountered in anything other than a mediated form, whether in zoos,
theme parks or on safari, and so in considering encounters with commod-
ified nature we will be advancing an argument concerning the consump-
tion of nature as spectacle, that is, of spectacular consumption.

The ‘gaze’ and the fetishisation of nature. Natural phenomena and
events are signposted, our attention is directed to certain things and not
others, and so our consumption is often of particular signs and represen-
tations of nature. There is a particular way of seeing that becomes culti-
vated, partly the result of fantasies and daydreams concerning the
natural world that we wish to buy into, and which are subsequently sold
back to us in commoditised form, as advertisements, theme-park rides
and eco-friendly products. The cultivation of particular forms of atten-
tion that occur in recreational activity is what Urry terms the “tourist
gaze” (2002, originally 1990; 2003), something outlined and explored
in this section, where the “rourist gaze’ and the fetishisation of place are
both integral components of our consumption of nature. In addition, a
related concept of the “zoological gaze” (Franklin 1999) becomes perti-
nent in the case of the blurring of boundaries between zoos and nature-
based theme parks, and the increasing commodification of ‘wildness’,

SeaWorld™ and themed nature. The second part of the chapter is
concerned with nature-based theme parks and The Nature Company
stores. Our imaginations and fantasies of nature are engaged through
theme parks such as SeaWorld™ and stores in the mall like The Nature
Company, and we desire and consume particularly idealised versions of
nature. This neatly fits into previous discussions of the McDonaldization
and Disneyization of society in Chapter 3, and is an example of Urry’s
‘collective gaze’. What better example of dedifferentiation, looking at
both a theme park and a store, both places of consumption and leisure
that fetishise ‘nature’? Consequently, theme parks and nature-based
tourism can be seen to offer consumers variously regulated, pre-pack-
aged, predictable and controlled sets of experiences, so that we could
speak of a “McDisneyization” (after Ritzer and Liska 1997) of nature.
However, nature-based theme parks such as SeaWorld™ and Disney's
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own Animal Kingdom™ exemplify another concern pertinent to this
chapter: the commodification of nature through the staging of nature as
spectacle. In other words, nature becomes pre-packaged, managed, re-
engineered and re-mediated. Arguably these representations of nature do
exhibit the four features of Disneyization that Bryman identifies, namely
theming (the management of consistent theming of nature in parks, such
as by geographical area of simulated habitat), dedifferentiation (the col-
lapsing of previously separated areas of consumption such as malls and
theme parks), merchandising (Shamu T-shirts, posters, caps) and emo-
tional labour (the management of visitors’ experiences of these spaces).
But there is far more to the consumption of nature than Disneyization, of
course, and Susan Davis’s (1995, 1997) work on SeaWorld™ will
develop some notions not only of the ‘gaze’ but also of desiring, fantasies
of communion with animals, and the imaginations of ‘wildness’ inherent
in the visual consumption of nature, that is, of spectacular consumption.
By looking at SeaWorld™ and the store chain The Nacure Company, we
will move on from the common argument that, through commodifica-
tion, nature is becoming simulation, and instead begin to talk of che
virtualisation of nature.

‘See the World”: tourism as desiring nature. It is tempting to think
of a more direct engagement with nature, eschewing theme parks and
‘tamed’ forms of nature, as somehow more ‘authentic’, more ‘real’. The
tourist’s motive in seeking a less mediated encounter with nature, one
that exemplifies Urry's ‘romantic gaze’, is the concern of the third part
of the chapter. The romantically inspired desire to be in communion
with nature must contend with the fact that most tourist experience is
structured and organised to varying degrees, despite our best inten-
ttons. MacCannell’s influential work on the tourist (1976) and the
notion of the “post-tourist” (Feifer 1985) directly confront this tension
between authenticity and the mediation of experiences. Along the way,
Edensor (1998) and others will show us that, if speaking of the
McDonaldization of tourism is reductive, tourist experience and the
management of tourist expectation is structured in a number of ways.
We shall apply cthis to various tourist encounters with nature.
Examples could range from the beach (as a site of nature/culture) to
adventure tourism to ecotourism. Instead, to advance the point that
spectacular consumption may also fetishise place and timeless nature
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through first-world/third-world colonial histories and exploitation, the
example will be safaris. Roughly, chis is proceeding from the manage-
ment and packaging of commodities to the organisation and packaging of
experiences, and therefore from Veblen’s notion of conspicuons consumption
to that of spectacular consumption, the primarily visual form of the con-
sumption of a staged nature, characterised by the tourist gaze.

THE ‘GAZE’ AND THE FETISHISATION OF NATURE

The idea of nature contains, though often unnoticed, an
extraordinary amount of human history.
(Williams 1980: 67)

The gaze

The idea of the ‘gaze’ is extremely useful here, referring in general to the
way we organise ot enframe phenomena through our acts of looking.
There is certainly a visual bias, although other senses are obviously
involved in experiencing natural phenomena. But since it is dominant,
it 1s the visual sense which organises experience and is invested with
powet, since the powerless are subject to the gaze of the powerful.
Foucault identifies this practice of the power-inflected gaze in the his-
toty of medicine as the ‘medical gaze’ that separates doctors from
patients (1973), and Mulvey in the context of the movie camera objecti-
fying passive female bodies as the ‘male gaze’ (1981). It is from this
genealogy that Urry develops his notion of the ‘tourist gaze’, applicable
to experiences of natural and cultural phenomena. In addition,
Franklin's ‘zoological gaze’ (1999) refers to the way that confined ani-
mals become objects of analysis within both scientific and recreational
modes, making them at once recreation on the part of the zoo-visiting
public, and also part of a larger educational concern with conservation
and the preservation of species. Just as tourists desire to have authentic
encounters with ‘genuine’ natural and cultural phenomena, Franklin
notes a genuine curiosity and concern to appreciate animals a5 animals,
and not as surrogate humans (1999: 86). Yet, the tendency for zoos to
theme animals in their supposedly naturalistic settings is evidence of
the opposite, of anthropomorphism. Remembering (from Chapter 3)
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that ‘theming’ is a major element in Bryman’s notion of ‘Disneyization’,
this allows Beardsworth and Bryman to talk of the “Disneyization of
zoos” (2001).

The tourist gaze

The ‘right to roam’, ‘getting back to nature,” ‘getting away from it all’
are popular expressions that allude to the way that we desire to leave our
domiciles, our sites of quotidian human domesticity, and encounter
something other, something outside. For the majority of us in the devel-
oped world, being a traveller (or tourist) means going to a previously
unvisited place. Be it populous, vibrant urban centres, or environments
with a diversity of nonhuman plant and animal species, when going
‘away’ we become receptive to the spectacular shapes, sounds, smells and
colours of a burgeoning nature, teeming with excraordinary and inspira-
tional life-forms. To become travellers or tourists, to cultivate this
newly receptive attitude, is to seek departure from everyday life, thinks
Urry. Tourist practices “involve the notion of ‘departure’, of a limited
breaking with established routines and practices of everyday life and
allowing one’s senses to engage with a set of stimuli that contrast with
the everyday and the mundane”, suggests Urry (2002: 2). Later in the
same volume he continues this idea: “Central to much tourism is some
notion of departure, particularly thac there are distinct contrasts
between what people routinely see and experience and what is extraordi-
nary” (2002: 124). Our modern experience of nature, agrees Green, “has
largely to do with leisure and pleasure — tourism, spectacular entertain-
ment, visual refreshment” (1990: 6).

If tourism is a key mode of encountering and consuming nonhuman
nature, however, it is not necessarily dialectically opposed to everyday
consumption practices. With their multiple roaming gazes and sensory
(mostly visual) receptivity, with the dedifferentiation of consumption
spaces such as malls and theme parks (a crucial element in
Disneyization), and with the collapse of spaces of production and con-
sumption, work and leisure, we may consider tourist practices as simul-
taneously extraordinary and mundane, as a form of both conspicuous
and spectacular consumption. Central to this mode of heightened recep-
tivity is the consumption of particular signs, markers or representations,
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the tourist’s attention being directed to them through an anticipative
engagement with discourses of travel and nature through brochures and
advertisements for example.

Tourism is a complex form of consumption that involves a particular
way of seeing, therefore, what Urry (2002, 2003) terms the ‘tourist
gaze’. It is the consuming of images, representations, and predomi-
nantly visual experiences at first hand, yet also involves the consump-
tion of a vast supporting network of resources in order to facilitate this
gaze, such as use of transport systems, accommodation, finance and
monetary circulation, and much else besides. "A gaze is after all visual,
it can literally take a split second, and the other services provided are in
a sense peripheral to the fundamental process of consumption, which is
the capturing of the gaze”, he explains (2003: 119). Add to this the
political economy of the gaze, where the tourist gaze is most often per-
formed by those from the most developed countries, wheteas the sup-
porting services, the landscape and the natural world being consumed,
especially in the case of safaris and ‘exotic’ nature, are cthose of less devel-
oped countries. Tourism is predominantly a first-world pursuit that
often involves the consumption of third-world resources. It therefore
exemplifies the idea of comspicuons consumption on the one hand
(Veblen’s term, discussed in Chapter 1), and spectacular consumption
(the consumption of representations, spectacle and mediated experi-
ences) on the other. It is 1n tourism more than any other form of con-
sumption that the hidden conditions behind what we expect in place —
the supportive systems of finance, transport, legality and government ~
are made most visible, and the underlying systems of exploitation that
perpetuate poverty are most revealed. In terms of goods or products,
their packaging and placement within a retail environment obscures the
relations of production and exploitation behind them, which Marx
termed ‘commodity fetishism’ (discussed in Chapter 1). In terms of
tourism and the gaze, we have instead a fetishisation of place, with no
tangible commodity being purchased; chere is only visual consumption
and the fantasy of place, a fetish co-constructed by the consumer and by
brochures and advertisements:

Places are chosen to be gazed upon because there is anticipation,
especially through daydreaming and fantasy, of intense pleasures,
either on a different scale or involving different senses from those
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customarily encountered. Such anticipation is constructed and sus-
tained through a variety of non-tourist practices, such as film, TV, lit-
erature, magazines, records and videos, which construct and
reinforce that gaze.

(Urry 2002: 3)

We might add to this list other tourist practices that reinforce the gaze,
such as listening to fellow travellers” tales or browsing through
brochures in travel agents.

Urry distinguishes between two types of tourist gaze, the ‘romantic’
and the ‘collective’ (2003: 119). As a product of the Western European
romantic tradition, the ability to view the natural world in all its undis-
turbed, pristine glory means it is usually a solitary experience, a deeply
personal and even semi-religious experience. Landscape paintings often
adhere to this principle, with the gaze of the painter as viewer overlook-
ing an undisturbed vista of natural beauty, without ugly man-made
buildings, and often unpolluted even by fellow human beings. The
romantic gaze is such a historically pervasive tradition that current
rourist practices are inevitably shaped by it, in the propensity for walk-
ing ot cycling holidays, for hill-walking and mountaineering. The
romantic gaze is consistent with that erstwhile figure of modernity, the
fléneur (see Chapter 7). As Urry explains, the fldnenr was “the modern
hero, able to travel, to arrive, to gaze, to move on, to be anonymous, to
be in a liminal zone” (2002: 126). If historically the flineur was an
urban, male phenomenon, who loses himself in the crowd and wanders
around the city in a mode of aimless distraction, the tourist is a continu-
ation and makes the figure an everyman (and everywoman):

The strolling flaneur was a forerunner of the twentieth-century tourist
and in particular of the activity which has become emblematic of the
tourist: the democratised taking of photographs — of being seen and
recorded, and of seeing others and recording them.

(2002:127)

On the other hand, the ‘collective’ tourist gaze is the mode of mass
tourism, the way that certain tourist sites are designed and consumed as
public places, and it would be difficult to chink of their existence with-
out an influx of people. “It is the presence of other tourists, people just
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like oneself, that is actually necessary for the success of such places
which depend on the collective tourist gaze” (Urry 2003: 120, original
emphasis). The seaside resort in summer, ot stately homes with their
material opulence and extensively crafted gardens, represent the collec-
tive gaze of nature or natural settings, but of course the collective gaze
is equally applicable to cities, where crowds, bustle and noise are inex-
tricable from the urban experience and form part of the attraction to
those from elsewhere. When the collective gaze 1s applied to natural set-
tings, however, there are environmental implications, and the expecta-
tion by large numbers of tourists that they all see particular places
entails erosion, an important corollary.

Dedifferentiation, the collapsing of different forms of consumption (one
of Bryman’s 1999b criteria for Disneyization), also occurs in tourism. Urry
for example writes how tourism has historically been separated from other
activities, such as shopping, sport, architecture, music and so on, but these
distinctions are now dissolving. People travel overseas to go clubbing, or
visit galleries such as MoMa in Bilbao — the city, the building, the gallery
and the paintings are all being consumed, along with Spanish food and
wine. The resule of these collapsing distinctions is a “universalising of the
rourist gaze” (Urry 2002). This universalising of the gaze, the dedifferenti-
ation of consumption, can be applied to nature-based theme parks like
SeaWorld™ especially, “a mall with fish” (Davis 1995: 206), since along
with any consumption of spectacle or educational content is the straight-
forward consumption of related merchandise such as Shamu T-shirts.

Tourist nodes

Sicting in a gaijin (foreigner) bar in Hiroshima, Japan, listening to back-
packers’ tales in 1995, particular places or nodes would recur in these
exchanges. From the usual beaches in Thailand, to clubs in Bali and street
restaurants in Hong Kong, it was only a matter of time before someone
told the story of walking along a street in Kathmandu and recognising an
old schoolfriend. Amidst mild cries of surprise, the true shock is how few
and restricted the tourist nodes, those places that become attractors due to
eicher nature or culture, actually are. If the expectation of a large number of
tourists is to see a particular site because of guidebooks, word of mouth,
and therefore tradition, the circulation of a series of signs or markers points
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rowards a number of ‘tourist nodes’, particular places where tourists are
channelled, despite other places being equally rich culturally or nacurally.
“There are markers which identify what things and places are worthy of
our gaze. Such signposting identifies a relatively small number of tourist
nodes”, explains Urry (2003: 120). These nodes are important attractors for
any collective tourist gaze, and they range across a continuum between the
mostly culeural (Disney World) and cthe mostly natural (Macchu Pichu, the
Grand Canyon). It is based on this notion of signposting of nacural phe-
nomena within tourism that we can talk about the packaging of tourism,
where so-called ‘package tours’ notoriously cover well-trodden sites as a
collective gaze, before quickly moving on. However, as we shall see, ques-
tions of authencicity of tourist experience are raised when distinguishing
between the romantic and collective gazes. As in my Hiroshima story,
backpackers are no less susceptible to tourist nodes, although cheir selec-
tion will be different to that of their package-cour compatriots.

Spectacular consumption

Spectacles are rich, complex visual images and environments which convey
cultural meanings that are then integrated inco consumers’ understandings
of reality. From zoos, theme parks, Disney movies and totemic images or
icons such as teamn badges or logos, we can see the way that experiences are
shaped or organized by previous exposure to images. In the natural world,
our responses to killer whales might be shaped by the memory of Shamu
the killer whale at SeaWorld™, or the movie Free Willy (1993), or both.
Our encounters with deer, whether actual or as simply more imagery,
might be shaped by Disney’s hugely successful Bamébi (1942). In this way,
exposure to already existing imagery shapes the cultural meanings of natu-
ral phenomena, and therefore influences our present experience.

Building on the groundbreaking and influential 1967 work of Parisian
intelleccual Guy Debord's, The Society of the Spectacle (1995), we can make a
distinction between Veblen’s conspicuous consumption as a marker of
social positioning, to spectacular consumption, consumption of — and
domination by — image or spectacle. Debord was a guiding member of the
Situationist International, a collective of urban theorists, artists and
activists who were influenced by Dadaism and Surrealism, and who
sought to uncover previously hidden aspects of everyday urban experience
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through innovative methods, taking long ‘dérives’ (walks through the
city) and mapping out ‘psychogeographies’ (see e.g. Plant 1992). Adding
to Marxist ideas of the alienation inherent in modern industrial capital-
ism, and understanding that the shift since Marx’s time is from the site of
industrial production to the points of individual consumption, the
Situationist addition to Marx is the recognition of ‘pseudo-needs’, created
by capitalism to continually ensure increased consumption. This is in
keeping with the critique of mass culture of the Frankfurt School.

Consumption of the image and spectacle acknowledge a complex
visuality, where all events, behaviour and commodity transactions
become reduced to spectacle. So the spectacle is the domination of
everyday life by images, which subsumes all other forms of domination.
Debord attacks the usual Marxist targets of wage labour and commodity
production, but claims they continue to wield power only in their sub-
sumption into the spectacle. Images, predominantly visual although
capable of exhibiting other sensory qualities, are thereby the currency of
contemporary consumer society. No matter how visually literate we con-
sumers become, 1t is through increasingly sophisticated spectacle that
the prevailing institutions and power structures are maintained.
Consequently, as we become increasingly dominated by the spectacle,
our agency becomes devalued, and even political protest becomes mere
spectacle. Clearly, Debord’s sworn enemies would include advertising
and marketing. Yet these are also areas that benefit, not just from the
visual literacy that perpetuates the society of the spectacle, but also by
using Debord’s critique to become more effective, for example in terms
of marketing studies of Nike Town (e.g. Penaloza 1998) and zoos. A
spectacle, in its usual definition, has a performative element (street the-
atre, protest, display) and must somehow be staged or enframed, taken
out of the context of everyday life. These elements will later be exam-
ined in the case of nature-based theme parks and safaris, so that our con-
sumption of nature as spectacle will be discussed as the consumption of
a variety of staged signs and (not only visual) experiences.

The nature of semiosis

This section on semiosis, the way we create meaning through the pro-
duction and consumption of signs, will focus on the visual, although the
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consumption of non-visual experiences is discussed later in the chapter.
Part of the performance of being a tourist involves raking photographs
and visually chronicling the events chac are experienced. “As everyone
becomes a photographer so everyone also becomes an amateur semioti-
cian”, as Urry (2002: 128) puts it. The history of photography and its
place within leisure and tourism encails that the main mechanism for
the capture and active recirculation of signs for tourists is the camera,
and therefore that these signs are visual (see e.g. Crawshaw and Urry
(1997) on how tourists photograph). The way certain photographs are
framed accords with learned ways of seeing and representing, whereby
the thatched cottage within an English village signifies traditional val-
ues and Olde England, or the reflections of other buildings in the glass
of skyscrapers in New York signifies urban modernity, entirely in keep-
ing with decades of posters, Sunday newspaper supplements, magazines
and holiday brochures. In this way, signs beget signs. Rather than talk
of the proliferation only of signs, MacCannell uses the word “marker”
(1999: 110ff.) to expand the notion of signs across a whole range of
media, including brochures, signposts and advertisements, both on and
off site. However, following Urry, we can use ‘sign’ in this expansive
sense as part of the way the gaze is maintained and reproduced.
“Involved in much tourism is a hermeneutic circle”, as Urry puts it
(2002: 129), where the tourist goes in pursuit of these images and cap-
tures them for themselves. If a certain landscape, scene or building has
been portrayed in a particular way, to show that one has actually been
there it is incumbent on us to portray that scene in a similar way —
especially if we can be pictured in that scene too. Increasingly, just as in
arr galleries, what is captured and photographed is the sign or signpost
as much as the actual scene. Not just as a place-marker, to be pho-
tographed in front of a sign shows to oneself and others that we have
genuinely been there. Urry argues that chese actractors or nodes are sep-
arated off from everyday experience, lingered over, and then visually
captured or objectified through photographs, postcards, camcorders, and
so on. The gaze is therefore endlessly reproduced, recaptured and recir-
culated. As Culler argues, reminding us of Urry’s notion of the tourist as

amateufr semiotician,

the tourist is interested in everything as a sign of itself ... All over the
world the unsung armies of semioticians, the tourists, are fanning out
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in search of the signs of Frenchness, typical ltalian behaviour, exem-
plary Oriental scenes, typical American thruways, traditional English
pubs.

(1981:127)

Culler’s examples are mostly cultural phenomena, but equally signs of
nonhuman nature are sought in terms of landscape (jungle, beach,
mountain), flora (extraordinary, colourful flowers) or fauna (savagery,
wildness). For instance, nature documentaries on television respond to,
and reinforce, anthropomorphic stereotypes concerning particular ani-
mals. The ‘pathetic fallacy’ is to ascribe human characceristics to nonhu-
man nature, and this form of anthropomorphism belongs not only to the
audience of such documentaries but also to the producers and editors
(see e.g. Lindahl-Ellioc 2001). Peter Contad rather amusingly reviews
one such documentary in a newspaper:

[W]e insist on thinking of our fellow creatures as retarded replicas of
ourselves. The naturalists on The Animal Zone (BBCz2), studying
Tanzanian chimps or Kenyan elephants, fondly indulge the pathetic
fallacy. [Presenter] Charlotte Uhlenbroek’s video diary about an
extended family of chimpanzees treats the animals as if they were the
cast of [Australian soap opera] Neighbours in gorilla suits. There's a
matriarch, as in all soap operas, and some frisky youngsters to cap-
ture the teen demographic; despite all the gratuitous tantrums and
furiously uprooted shrubs, nothing much ever happens. Charlotte's
humanising viewpoint betrayed itself when commenting on a young
tearaway as he sulked in disgrace after a rumpus she said: ‘Galahad
looks sheepish.’

Even sheep don't often look sheepish, which is a specifically
human facial expression. However can a chimpanzee manage the
feat?

(Conrad 1997: 8)

Authenticity and simulation

Haraway (1997) talks of the ‘implosion’ of nature and culture, as they
each become increasingly interpolated with! each other. Other theorists
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of postmodernity such as Latour (1993) and Jameson (1995) have

argued similarly chat the difference between ‘nature’ and ‘culcure’ has

been elided so that ‘nature’ exists no longer. Franklin e /. acknowledge
this process, and in terms of the ‘natural’ and the ‘artificial’ realise that
we are left only with ‘artifice’. Their book is an account of “how nature
is being commodified, technologised, re-animated and rebranded in
ways that expose its artifice” (2000: 10). The implosion of nature into
culture, then, is one answer for what happens after The End of Nature
(McKibben 1989). If we were to accept nature as pure artifice, as sign
without referent, it would be tempting to think of all nature as simply
simulation. In Simulacra and Simulation (1994b), Baudrillard defines
“third order simulacion” as a simulation where the ‘real’ (the referent) is
no longer present, or presumed unimportant. If the real disappears, only
simulation remains. Examples that might explore the ‘nature of simula-
tion’ can easily be found, in computer-generated imagery of extinct
species or natural phenomena (Jurassic Park, the BBC series Walking
With Dinosaurs), computer games (Unreal, Myst) and VR, as well as
nature-based theme parks. In these cases the ‘real’ either no longer exists
(and is cherefore simulation) or never existed (stimulacra). Yet
Baudrillard’s claim for simulation is stronger, applicable to many more
contexts and experiences, and Hayles shows this in the case of suppos-
edly ‘natural’ scenes:

Ironically, then, many of the experiences that contemporary
Americans most readily identify with nature — mountain views seen
from conveniently located lookouts, graded trails traversed along gur-
gling streams, great national parks like Yosemite visited with reserva-
tions made months in advance - could equally well be considered
simulation.

(Hayles 1995: 411)

Hayles’s observation starkly shows the implosion of ‘nature’ and ‘cul-
ture’ through the crumbling distinction between ‘nature’ and ‘simula-
tion'. Baudrillard famously argues that “the age of simulation thus
begins with a liquidation of all referentials” (1994b: 4). In any sign sys-
tem, the referent is the object to which the sign refers. If che referent is
liquidated then signs refer to nothing originally there or present. There
is nothing ‘authentic’ or 'real” in this case. So what happens to nature in
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the age of simulation? Baudrillard acknowledges that in an age of simu-
lation and simulacra, “There is a proliferation of myths of origin and
signs of reality; of second-hand truth, objectivity and authenticicy”
(1991: 12). The search for an original, an ‘authentic’ object that grounds
the image or representation, is continual. What could be more authentic
than untouched, pristine nature? Of course, imaginations of nature as an
original referent are tinged with romanticism, as we have seen. Paul
Shepard in Reinventing Nature comments:

As fast as the relics of the past, whether old growth forest or down-
town Santa Fe, are demolished they are reincarnated in idealized
form.

(in Wills 2002: 409)

This idealisation of the original in an age of simulation partly
explains the popularity of stores like Pastimes, selling historical goods,
and The Nature Company in shopping malls. Against these movements
of simulation and simulacra, a common strategy in the presentation of
spectacle is to reinject ‘realness’ and referentiality everywhere, to stress
authenticity. This might even involve a knowingly fake authenticity,
like Buffalo Bill's Wild West Show which captivated audiences all over
America and Europe at the turn of the twentieth century, a time when
the Wild West technically no longer existed. “Yet it is the simulation,
not the firsthand experience, that often enters popular consciousness as
the operative cultural signifier”, observes Hayles (1995: 410). History
and genealogy become disproportionately important in an age of time-
less, digital simulation. The famous prehistoric cave paintings of
Lascaux are behind glass, and what the public see is actually only a copy.
But it no longer matters, argues Baudrillard, since “cthe duplication is
sufficient to render both artificial” (1994b: 18).

The depiction of nature in David Cronenberg’s eXistenZ (1999)
entertainingly exemplifies this ambiguity between ‘real” and ‘simula-
tion’, since the film is set within a series of ennested videogames where
the ‘actual’ world is arguably never shown. Nature is shown in
Technicolor, as hyperreal, and the film continually plays with ideas of
the original, the actual. “Are we still in the ‘game’ or is this ‘real’?” both
audience and characters in the film ask at various points, desperately
seeking a referent. The accentuated colours and almost hallucinogenic
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reproduction of the natural world is perhaps an electro-romantic depic-
tion of nature, to borrow a term from Wills (2002). The unusual blend-
ing of organic and machinic, of nature and artifice, is also shown in the
film through the depiction of the videogame consoles themselves which
live, react, squirm and breathe, directly plugging into our nervous sys-
tem. Throughout the film, therefore, questions are raised concerning
what is ‘real’, ‘natural’, organic ot machinic. For Baudrillard himself, it
is Disneyland which is the perfect model of the variously entangled
forms of simulation. Disneyland represents a third-order simulation in
which it is so hyperreal, so obviously a simulation, that by contrast
other things seem real but are not. It becomes impossible to isolate the
process of the ‘real’, to prove the ‘real’ (1994b: 41):

Disneyland is presented as imaginary in order to make us believe that
the rest is real, when in fact all of Los Angeles and the America sur-
rounding it are no longer real, but of the order of the hyperreal and of
simulation.

(1994b: 25)

We shall apply this analysis to SeaWorld™ and develop it, where nature
as it is perceived is so obviously a simulation that it obscures the fact
that there is no ‘nature’ as such. Simulation is only one step towards a
more complex construction of nature as virtualisation. Following from
the arguments of Haraway (1991), Hayles (1995) and Franklin et /.
(2000), the virtualisation of nature may be morte useful in thinking of
the consumption of nature as spectacle.

SEAWORLD™: ‘A MALL WITH FISH’

Susan G. Davis has written perspicaciously about theme-park versions of
nature as Spectacular Nature (1997), and in “Touch the magic’ (1995) she
describes television advertisements for the Anheuser-Busch theme park
SeaWorld™, a way of mediating human-—nature relations, selling repre-
sentations of nature as benign, friendly, within reach, to vast audiences.
Davis analyses these mediated representations as simulations: superfi-
cially, they seem diverse, and the different dioramas — the plastic set-
tings, simulations of a natural environment - are not only highly
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artificial, but also standardised between the different parks. So the
‘Penguin Encounter’ (sponsored by Arco) is a living diorama that simu-
lates part of the Antarctic environment. A moving walkway conveys
people to shark exhibits in Orlando and San Diego, proceeding through
a Plexiglas tube in order to arrive at the ‘Terrors of the Deep’. At the
‘Shark Encounter’ there are no Pacific Islanders to be seen, observes
Davis, yet the mysterious and exotic sound of drums enhances the care-
fully painted and sculpted set (simulation). So far, so fake. Shamu, the
killer whale in the advertisement, is a registered trademark, no longer
an animal but a commodified product. But the advertisement also
promises something else: the fantasy of a nature within reach, that like
the children in the advertisement, you can have actual contact with
nature, being nose to nose with a benign animal — that you can ‘touch
the magic’. Despite the Plexiglas, despite the physical separation, you
are sold the fantasy of “a total merging with wild nature” (1995: 211).

Previously we noted the way that spectacular consumption involves
the domination of the image, and that we bring to natural phenomena
pre-existing cultural references and representations. SeaWorld™ creates
and displays versions of nature that are modelled on our expectations,
hopes, fears, and fantasies. In some cases, for the sake of the visitors,
nature must be re-engineered or remediated. For example, Davis found
that in creating the Penguin Encounter, “designers thought they had to
keep the penguins from appearing overcrowded to their public” (1997:
108). Because of anthropocentric concerns, it was held that visitors would
feel uncomfortable at the sight of swarming, crowding animals, despite
this being the penguins’ behaviour in their original habitat. Crowding
might indicate mistreatment in captivity, thought the designers, but also
evoke uncomfortable feelings of stressful or crowded environments within
the visitors. Remodelling the artificial environment to suit public sensi-
bilities, remediating the ‘real’ conditions of the habitat, somewhat para-
doxically manages therefore to “connect customers to nature’, argues
Davis, and “gives the domination of nature a gentle, civilized face” (1997:
35). At the same time, she argues, these manufactured spectacles create “a
process of reflecting on our own experiences” (1997: 108).

The morally improving discourse of nature, a bastion of nineteench-
century romantic thinking such as Ruskin and Wordsworth, is also evident
in SeaWorld™. In chese accounts, experiences of nature supposedly edu-
cate us to become a becter person. “To make contact with nature is to have
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real feelings and to become someone different and more desirable”, Davis
summarises (1995: 211), reflecting the concerns of most visitors. This can
also be identified in the rhetoric of nature in zoos, the origin of the ‘zoolog-
ical gaze' (Franklin 1999) being in self-improvement, moral instruction
and education. The nature-based theme park consolidaces aspects of the
zoo, by combining the search for private profits through enterrainment
with an attempt to occupy the cultural space of the publicly funded zoo or
museum. Because animals are turned into spectacle, in zoos and theme
parks, and because they are made both passive and captive, this underlines
the marginalisation of nature from human post-industrial everyday experi-
ence. The aesthetic of the new zoos, with their increasing emphasis on con-
servation and wildlife management (see e.g. Conway 1996; Mullan and
Marvin 1999), and of nature-based theme parks like SeaWorld™ is to
override that distance, to present animals in more natural-looking environ-
ments. These environments, if re-engineered for the sake of human visitors
or nonhuman inhabitants, adapt ‘nature’ and virtualise it. The virtualisa-
tion of nature allows adaptation, mutation according to visitor expectation
or animal need, and redeploys it elsewhere if necessary.

The virtualisation of nature, just as Franklin ez 2/ (2000) show, is a
corollary of its commodification. It allows the synergy of an educational
discourse (protecting the oceans) along with the corporate actitude
(“SeaWorld is like a mall with fish”, in Davis 1995: 206) that equates with
the selling of our own fantasies about nature back to us, at extortionate
prices. SeaWorld™, in Davis's words, “profits by selling people’s dreams
back to them” (1997: 244), but the dreams and the desire atre already in
place (see ‘Desiring nature’, below). Like other nature-based theme parks,
SeaWorld™ utilises artificial habitats and remediated environments as
stage settings for the presentation of nature as spectacle. This is only possi-
ble through the virtualisation of nature, where nature is simultaneously
simulation, spectacle, educational discourse and commodity.

The virtualisation of nature

Is it possible that people in our culture have become so
estranged from nature that their only avenue to it is con-
sumerism?

(Dunne 1989)
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The Nature Company. It is a short step from theme-park nature to
nature at the mall. Jennifer Price analyses a chain of stores called The
Nature Company, mostly in shopping malls across the US, which seem
to sell an 1diosyncratic range of products. What should such a store sell,
exactly? From rocks to Native American crafts to bat puppets, in their
brochures they explain the ethos: “Each product introduces customers to
an aspect of the natural world” (in Price 1995: 189). But, asks Price,
whatr meanings of nature does The Nature Company market? And whose
nature is on sale? Her answer, in short, is a child-friendly, morally
instructive idea of nature, distinctly middle class, a version of ‘nature’
that we enjoy as a leisure pursuit. Fitting perfectly into Urry’s romantic
gaze, it is a fetishisation of nature that only makes sense if our jobs do
not involve the grime, sweat and toil of actually working outside. The
Nature Company markets “authenticity”, “uniqueness” and “simplic-
ity”, all within those most unnatural of settings, shopping malls, places
of conspicuous consumption that notoriously involve artifice or simula-
tion. Price argues that the new malls, as they incorporate place-based
themes such as rainforest, New Orleans or ancient Rome (see Chapter
7), simulase place (1995: 192). Likewise, The Nature Company markets
a version of nature that is mostly simulated. Just like Hayles, Price
argues that “encounters with nature ... have become as simulated and
disconnected from place as ‘the mall’ ieself” (1995: 193). Later, she suc-
cinctly summarises her position:

I use ‘nature’ like a vessel for all my middle-class generational angst
about urban life in the nineties. | encounter nature most often out of
place, in the city, through artifice and simulation. And | am a con-
sumer.

(1995: 201)

Offering us authenticity, simplicity and a timeless sense of place, nature
would seem to oppose that feeling of placelessness that mall modernity
represents. The difference, of course, is that The Nature Company con-
nects us not to nature itself, but to what nature ‘means’ to a particular
segment of the population, and hence those circulated meanings, associ-
ations, representations and simulations that we take ‘nature’ to be. If

Nature', many of us like to think, is antonym and antidote to modern
materialism” (1995: 197), why is business so brisk, and next door is
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Emporio Armani? Visitors to the store reported they feel “manipulated”,
chat “it feels inauthentic” or “fake” (1995: 187). So the unavoidable
question is why we shop for nature with our credit cards, why visitors
are inside the mall buying it rather than proceeding outside and
experiencing 1t?

To pose this question is a little misleading, for up to this point there
has been a simplistic opposition of ‘nature’ and ‘artifice’, of ‘real’ and
‘simulation’. Even within the concept of simulation, too often it
becomes equated with ‘representation’. But a true simulation, like a
computer program, involves a series of dynamic processes rather than
static representations. The difficuley wicth the hermeneutic circle of
signs and representations discussed earlier is chat, too often, it ignores
the experiential element. Thus, it would be better to rtalk of
virtualisation of nature rather than simulation. Unlike simulation per se,
vircualisation is irreducibly experiential, incorporating not only signs or
representations, but also more dynamic processes and imaginations. For
example, if global consumption is actually buying into an imagination
of the global through commodity consumption, then buying nature at
the mall is equally an imaginative engagement with nature and natural
processes. Rather than dealing solely with representations, therefore,
nature remediated, re-imagined, commodified and available to experi-
ence is better described as a vircualisation of nature. This reframes
Davis’s discussion of SeaWorld™ somewhat, and we should bear this in
mind when looking at other commodified, experiential forms of encoun-
ters with nature such as safaris, below.

‘Virrual® nature is consequently the way that nature becomes com-
modified and globalised (Franklin ez @/ 2000: 112) just like The
Nature Company and ThevBody Shop. This virtualisation need not be
restricted to the heightened experiential encounters of theme parks,
then, since it also applies to everyday shopping experiences at the
mall. Buying creams and lotions that are marketed as being ‘nacural’
from The Body Shop, contemporary Western consumers can ‘go
native’, can become ‘a bit like the Other’ (that is, non-white indige-
nous peoples) as a means of “getting closer to nature, of finding a
community and of achieving self-knowledge”, argue Franklin e al,
(2000: 113). Similarly, Sara Ahmed (2000) examines this need to be
like the ‘other’ through incorporating ‘natural’ products within a post-
colonial context. Involving an imaginative engagement with ‘nature’
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through aggressively marketed commodified forms, an identification
with a more ‘connected’ people and more ‘authentic’ pre-industrial
knowledges is as much a virtualisation of nature as SeaWorld™ or
safaris. However, the commodification of nature entails the
inescapable paradox of getting ‘closer to nature’ literally by consum-
ing it: to do this, nature is taken out of its temporal and spatial con-
texts, becomes decontextualised, detemporalised — even, as we have
seen, Disneyfied. As Franklin ez a/. state,

the contradiction in terms of a ‘decontextualised nature’ is held up to
confirm its power as magical sign: nature is reinvented as history in a
different place at a different time, thoroughly out of context, and yet
the very mutability that facilitates such a cultural change demon-
strates its universality.

(2000: 115, original emphasis)

‘This hints at a more sinister virtualisation of nature, since it becomes
abstracted, mobile, mutable, able to be reduced to a set of immediately
recognisable signs and then attached to any commodity. In this way, even
environmentally unfriendly petroleum companies gain green credentials
through advertising and public relations. There are numerous examples of
the commodification and commercialisation of nature in a more literal and
politically dubious sense, for example the patenting of seeds (in Franklin es
al, 2000: 78ff.), and the patenting of mice with a cancer-inducing gene for
the purpose of animal experimentation (Haraway 1997).

‘SEE THE WORLD': TOURISM AS DESIRING NATURE

The tourism industry provides a structure within which
tourists view, experience and interact with nature.
(Wilson 1992)

Tourism as desiring nature happens in two significant ways, I argue.
The first is the straightforward way that ‘nature’ as commodity is pack-
aged, turned into a set of mediated signs, representations or markers in
advertisements and brochures for tourists to consume. The second is a
more complex use of the term ‘desire’ that is more psychoanalytic, and
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which plays on the identification of self with nature. Wanting to be at
one with nature, to commune with the natural world, is consistent with
the Western romantic tradition. Either a complete erasure of ego invest-
ment, or conversely perverse self-aggrandisement, the desire for nature
is a major factor in tourism. Yet, as the quotation at the beginning of
this section suggests, these desires must be mediated and structured in
various forms, and it is this tension between imaginative constructs of
nature, and the necessity to package and offer particular tourist sites,
scenes or ‘nodes’, that is dealt with here. The staging of tourist sites, the
formation of spectacles in nature, would hint at a “staged authenticity”
(MacCannell 1999).

What follows from both of these kinds of desiring nature is some-
thing that returns us to that original definition of ‘consumption’. While
the majority of this chapter has been concerned with the predominantly
visual consumption of spectacle, the other definition of consumption as
‘using up’ or being destroyed is all too applicable to the case of mass
tourism. What were once isolated and beautiful spots become over-run
by trampling tourists as a result of the collective gaze. The idea of desir-
ing nature, whether to consume nature or commune with it, obviously
entails-a cost, that those sites we most desire to see are destroyed by our
very desire to see them. The question of the sustainability of mass
tourism, although not addressed specifically in this chapter, is an
extremely important consideration nonetheless.

Consumption and communion

But still we feel the need for pristine places, places substan-
tially unaltered by man. Even if we do not visit them, they
matter to us.

(McKibben 1989: 58)

The first way of desiring nature is the immediately interpretable and
straightforward way that ‘nature’ as commodity is packaged, trans-
formed into a set of mediated representations, for us as tourists to con-
sume. Being an extension of the tourist gaze, we need only look at
photographs, brochures and Sunday supplements to recognise this, but
the mediated set of representations seek to package and enframe a way
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of thinking about nature that encourages us to think about our actions
as ‘getting back to nature’. Thus a set of rtouristic practices are then
engaged, a performative mode of being within nature, that is derived
from our consumption of the images and representations. The institu-
tions of tourism such as travel agencies and tour companies seem to per-
petuate, maintain and mediate these atcitudes to nature. Kevin
Markwell for example argues that:

tourist-nature interactions are constructed and mediated by the
tourism industry and associated agencies — nature within tourism is
predominantly experienced through contrived or mediated encoun-
ters, with the guided tour itself a prime source of mediation.

(2001: 41)

These mediations and enframing practices of nature can only exist,
paradoxically, by sustaining the more romantic or naive view of nature-
tourism relations, in which tourism allows for “an unmediated and
intensely personal relationship between che person and the natural
world” (Fine 1992: 166). This is the myth of the promise of encounter-
ing ‘real’ nature. The ways that nature becomes mythologised find reso-
nance in tourism through significations that reproduce and perpetuate
themselves, what Urry had explained as a hermeneutic circle. Selwyn
(1996: 1) describes tourises as those who “chase myths”, and argues that
the tourism industry actively mythologises places and cultures. Myths
pervade tourist brochures and websites, helping to confirm existing
beliefs about places, cultures and nature. And, increasingly, popular
ethnographic tourism means there is an increasing market eager to con-
sume images and performances of indigenous peoples and who want to
understand their relationship with the environment. Zurick (in Nuttall
1997: 229) says:

If contemporary Western society no longer holds a valid myth ... then
that might be why people search other cultures — to discover that
which may be lost in their own.

This illustrates what 1s meant by ‘desiring nacure’. Desire is a “let-
ting go of the self-conscious will to knowledge and the disappearance of
ego investment”, as Fullagar explains it (2000: 63). Just as in
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SeaWorld™, rubbing noses with Shamu and so ‘touching the magic’, it
narvely promises a profound sense of communion or interconnection,
erasing the boundaries between subject and object, human and nonhu-
man. Seeking one moment, a flash of intensity that flattens the relations
between human and nonhuman, predator and prey, exposing what
Tennyson called “nature red in tooth and claw” in his poem Ix
Memoriam. It hints at pure animality, the sublime revelation of larger
biotic networks of power, energy, vitality of which we are only a (tiny)
part. Bachelard’s phrase “intimate immensity” (1994: 183) seems appro-
priate here. Val Plumwood for example speaks of an ‘intimate’
encounter with a crocodile in Australia that leapt out at her, and frames
this as a brush with true wildness and savagery that few members of
industrialised countries experience (in Fullagar 2000). In a predomi-
nantly urban, industrialised world where contact with nature is limited
or becomes a segregated leisure activity, the fantasy of an intimacy with
nature is seductive. Just as in window-shopping and the purchase of
commodities, daydreaming and imaginative anticipation are elements in
the consumption of nature as spectacle (Campbell (1987) and the
romantic spirit of consumption are discussed in Chapter 1; daydream-
ing, wishing and fantasy in Chapters 4 and 7). Imaginations of nature
and the anticipation of its consumption thetefore feed into the circula-
tion of the signs and markers previously discussed. The romantic imagi-
nation and anticipative pleasures of nature entail the reassertion of
fantasies of pristine, Edenic nature, predominantly to an industrialised —
or postindustrial, service-sector — bourgeoisie (e.g. Smith 1984;
Evernden 1992). One form of this desiring nature, sold as exotic vaca-
tion, occurs on safari, and this will be discussed below.

The desire for the ‘authentic’

If the desire for nature is present then tourist guides and tour operators
are willing to seduce tourists by offering their romantic imaginations of
nature back to them, in packaged and saleable form. This leads to a num-
ber of paradoxes. Firstly, only through artifice can the locals meet the
tourist demand for authenticity. If tourists demand to see authentic
nature, it will be an artificial form of ‘authentic’ nature, since only
through pre-packaging as a tourist site or node are tourists confident that
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a natural site is worthy of attention. A $50 chimpanzee walk in western
Uganda is inherencly more attractive than walking down the road to
encounter bucterflies, baboons, old-growth equacorial forest, and occa-
sionally local human inhabitants. Natural sites, just like tourist nodes,
come to be framed. Just as a work of art becomes interpreted as a work of
art through a framing process, whether it be the covers and titles of a
book or the actual gilt frame around a painting, a natural site becomes
framed by gates, permits and supportive interpretive texts (brochures,
leaflets) to set them apart. Complicated staging and framing mechanisms
allow the tourist to recognise, at last, the ‘real thing’, whether chat is to
catch site of the chimpanzee eventually, or to take that walk co arrive at
the famous waterfalls. Even when told at che outset there is no guarantee
of sighting the chimpanzees, this only adds to the dramatic quality of
seeing the ‘real thing’, especially if you have travelled extensively to get
there. Rob Shields has argued also about these enframing mechanisms of
representing nature to Us tOUriSt-CONSUMErs:

Tourists generally — and certainly those at Niagara — encounter a
package of previously validated and even staged events and artefacts.

(1991: 126)

Niagara and other places are theme-park versions of nature, sometimes
literally when amusement rides are attached, but even in more ‘natural’
tourist sites there are degrees of staging and manipulation. Edensor
(1998) for example provides a detailed account of the regulation of a
tourist space and the practices of photography there. Nacional parks
regulate and control tourist interactions with nature by establishing
clearly demarcated boundaries, and these boundaries separate tourises
both physically and metaphorically from nature, for example the edges
of walking trails, raised concrete walkways in the Peak District, viewing
platforms, or the wire fronts of animal exhibits. The boundaries for-
malise the relationship between nature and tourist, enframe and rein-
force nature as ‘other’, as object of the tourist gaze.

MacCannell assumes that all tourists are in search of authentic expe-
rience, and following Goffman he recognises a difference between ‘front’
regions, where tourists are allowed to go, and ‘back’ regions, such as
kitchens or dressing rooms, where they are not. For a tourist, being
granted entry to a back region offers a taste of the authentic. The
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Universal Studios theme parks for example are full of a series of ‘behind-
che-scenes’ back regions that provide a tantalising taste of the ‘authen-
cic’. Of course, these back regions are intentionally part of the show.
MacCannell calls this “staged authenticity” (1999: 98). It follows that:

Touristic consciousness is motivated by its desire for authentic experi-
ences, and the tourist may believe that he [sid is moving in this direc-
tion, but often it is very difficult to know for sure if the experience is in
fact authentic. It is always possible that what is taken to be entry into
a back region is really entry into a front region that has been totally
set up in advance for touristic visitation,

(1999: 101)

Rather than reproduce the distinction between ‘sucker’ or ‘savvy’
tourists, this debate centred around authenticity is often couched in
terms of ‘tourists’ and ‘post-tourists’. Rojek argues that, along with
recognising these boundaries, the tourist is aware of the commodifi-
cation of the tourist experience, and even in package tours is not nec-
essarily “a passive consumer of staged experiences” (1993: 176). It
would not be instructive to engage in debates concerning the relative
definitions of ‘craveller’, ‘tourist’ or ‘post-tourists’ at this point,
However, while MacCannell argues that the tourist desires to con-
sume only authentic experiences, primarily through visually captur-
ing particular nodes as we have discussed, cthe ‘post-tourist’
acknowledges no such concern with authenticity or, in fact, the
meaningfulness or otherwise of the experience: “For the post-tourist
there is no particular problem about the inauchentic. It is merely
another game to be played at, another pastiched surface feature of
post-modern experience”, explains Urry (2003: 121). If che tourist is
still motivated by a romantic impulse, to encounter nature as a form
of self-improvement or moral instruction, Rojek argues that the post-
tourist

is attracted by experience as an end in itself and not by what the experi-
ence teaches about one’s inner resources, or whether the attraction is
authentic. Axiomatic to this mental attitude is the recognition that the
tourist experience may not, and often does not, add up to very much.

(1993:177)
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Seen as a foil against the romantic desire for nature outlined previously, this
is a conception of experience of cultural or natural otherness as flattened, as
mundane, that seeks no magical transformation through experience.

On safari: wild nature as spectacle

Consider this newspaper description of a safari, which references other
mediated forms of the experience (photographs, television), explicitly
refers to a natural event as a “spectacle”, suggests particular courist nodes,
and acknowledges that tour guides help structure the experience for you:

September [...] starts with nature’s most photographed spectacle, the
wildebeest migration across the Serengeti plains. However often
you've seen it on television, nothing can compare to being there in
the Masai Mara, within metres of the trail that leads two million ani-
mals (zebras and gazelles as well as wildebeest) through the
crocodile-infested waters of the Mara River. With the help of a tour
operator you can see the procession at various points along the route.

(The independent on Sunday, 20 |anuary 2002)

Safaris typify some of the important themes concerning the consump-
tion of nature already raised, then, and will help to tie these disparate
themes together. Safari, from the Arabic meaning ‘journey’, epitomises
the romantic gaze and the desire for nature or wildness. There is the sign-
posting or tourist nodes (you are driven and confined to a jeep), the notion
of ‘wild’ nature as image or spectacle (the watering hole and the migration
of wildebeest are not only tourist nodes but familiar through television),
and the fetishisation of place (Africa and Africans become associated
through mediated representations more with ‘nature’ than ‘culture’). In
addition, the fetishisation of natural place often involves making it time-
less, what Anne McClintock calls “anachronistic space”, a site existing in
“a permanently anterior time within the geographic space of the modern
empire {...], the living embodiment of the archaic ‘primitive’ ” (1995:
30). An example of this occurs in another, mote extensive piece of travel
journalism. Doug McDougal travels from the famous Ngorongoro nature
reserve, an extinct but fertile volcano, “across the vast Serengeti plain
where we hope to see one of the most humbling spectacles in the natural
world — the migration of two million wildebeest” (2002: 14). But this is
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no ‘ordinary’ safari, the kind offered by enterprising Kenyans in Nairobi
when you first land. It is a luxury safari offered by an exclusive specialist
travel agent, unashamedly reminiscent of colonial conditions, with talk of
sundowners, butlers and canapés. The rest of the article proceeds to frame
the rawness of nature within this context of refined luxury:

As darkness descends, we head towards our lodgings high on the rim
of the crater. Our tour operator Abercromby & Kent has excelled itself,
providing us with a private tented safari that harks back to the days of
Africa’s big game hunters.

The camp, set up 24 hours before we arrive, is extraordinary. At its
heart lies a huge camp fire where we are greeted by liveried butlers
brandishing trays of wine and canapés. Our private tents with showers
and real beds, each have a butler — dinner, we are told, will be served on
china in a dining tent — surely not even Hemingway had it this good.

After a heavy night of Tusker beer, we arise bleary-eyed with the
dawn and take our first look at the crater floor in daylight. Today our
aim is to tick off the big five on our list, rhinos, elephants, lions, chee-
tahs and water buffalo, and a smaller sixth — the elusive honey bad-
ger, which, despite its cute name, has a reputation for viciousness
and is even known to attack safari jeeps. Ngorongoro is a conserva-
tion area, rather than a national park; today farmers live here and the
Masai graze their cattle. The foothills around the extinct volcano are
fertile — mangetout and avocado country, supplying many UK super-
markets ~ and the slopes are covered in montane forest.

(McDougal 2002: 14)

The last sentence unexpe.ctedly illustrates che commodity fetishism
behind these exotic fruit and vegetables (see Chapter 1). The mundane
shopping experience of buying mangetout not only obscures third-
world/first-world relations of exploitation and production, but fetishises
the natural setting from which they derive. Whether the experience is
luxurious or more basic, a safari provides an opportunity to see ‘raw’
nature, ‘live’ and supposedly unmediated, but with clear reference points
to previously enframed and represented nature from television documen-
taries. This is not to deny the sheer excicement and the engagement of all
bodily senses, the smells and sounds accompanying the now-familiar
sights, and the kinaesthetic experience of being off-road in a jeep or on
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horseback. Nor is it to deny the emotional intensity of seeing nonhuman
nature living, eating or fighting in its natural habitat, which is more
‘authentic’ chan the presentation of similar animals within zoos. But, in
looking at the safari as an example of the consumption of the spectacle of
nature, it should be clear that it fits into previously raised themes in this
chapter, such as the structuring and organising of tourist experience, the
‘nodes’ of attraction, and the circulation of the same signs — from film,
nature documentaries, brochures, and even ways of describing the experi-
ence, whether by word of mouth or in travel journalism, as we have seen,
Safaris also exemplify the type of romantic gaze that relies on the fantasy
of communion with, connection with, or being ‘at one’ with nature, only
in this case with overtones of colonial history and the mastery over nature,

EXPERIENCING NATURE VS. THE IMPACT

If commodity fetishism makes the patina on our desired object shinier,
precisely because we cannot see the hidden histories of production and
labour behind it, the object in its smart packaging and label only
increases in appeal. But whether we are luxury tourists ot shoestring
backpackers, it is inevitable that poverty and exploitative relations will
be encountered at some stage, if only in passing. The gnawing feeling,
that twinge of consciousness when we glimpse the abject, unties the
smartly packaged experience, forcing us to confront poverty and the
whole exploitative system that enables this firsc-third world encounter.
To conclude this chapter I want to raise some issues chat arise from mass
tourism and the collective gaze: the economic impact and the environ-
mental impact. Figstly, if place and nature become fetishised by tourism,
at least the inequalities of first-world visitors encountering third-world
cultures and natures are glimpsed. It is a given that one path to devel-
opment is tourism, a nation effectively staging its natural resources as
spectacle. Secondly, the need for development and foreign investment
has unintended consequences on those same natural resources, as there is
an obvious environmental impact in mass tourism. Two alternatives to
mass tourism, ecotourism and ‘native tourism’, promise mote environ-
mentally sustainable paths to economic development through tourism,
and could be considered here as an ethical rejoinder to the mass con-
sumption of nature. As a result, they both rely on the romantic gaze.

THE KNOWING CONSUMER?

Sucker: ; ‘
~(a)::a person easily cheated or deceived; (b): a person irresistibly
attracted by something specified e.g. a sucker for ghost stories.

Sawvy: . ‘ , . ,
 alteration of sabi know (in English-based creoles and pidgins), from

Portuguese sabe he knows, from saber to know, from Latin sapere

to-be wise. ‘ , L : ;
‘ (Both adapted from:Mirriam:-Webster. Dictionary; 2004)

INTRODUCTION

If we went into stores only when we needed to buy something, and if
once there we bought only what we needed, the economy would col-
lapse, boom.

(Underhill 2003: 31)

So far we have outlined two competing views of the consumer. Firstly, the
consumer as rational agent who crafts their sense of personal identity,
positioning themselves within a social group through the use, abuse and
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display of certain commodities. The second view is the relatively mindless
consumer, unwictingly compelled by the mass media to buy goods inces-
santly. The same dialectical tension, between our assumed freedom of
expression and the manipulation and control of the mass culture industry,
we have previously referred to as the ‘consumer paradox’ (after Miles
1998). We have also characterised consumption as a ‘using up’, a destruc-
tion (consumere) while simultaneously being a bringing to completion, a
fulfilment, a creation (consumare). These are tensions that have persisted
throughout the book so far, and can be characterised for the purposes of
this chapter in a simpler way: are we sawvy, knowing consumers, or suckers
to the marketing and advertising industries? If the economy relies to such
a large extent on consumers buying things they don’t actually need, are
we being manipulated for the larger purpose of the economy and existing
power structures, or does the importance of our choice and identity render
the situation otherwise? The debate between rational agent and consumer
pawn reaches back into the historical context of the Frankfurt School, and
then to the theorists of the creativity and power of everyday life, such as
Henri Lefebvre and Michel de Certeau.

This chapter therefore sets these arguments against each other, to
divine how we negotiate these positions, finding somewhere in-
between. What we have discussed in previous chapters, about our rela-
tively optimistic sense of freedom, identity and choice through acts of
consumption, is contrasted with the racher sceptical and deterministic
outlook that we are manipulated and controlled. By setting the posi-
tions so manifestly and crudely in opposition, at least initially, we can
generate a more fine~tuned set of tactics or negotiations that characterise
out travels through the system. We find a path in-between, that is, we
make do. Improvising, appropriating, making up and making do, are all
everyday ways that we negotiate multiple sets of rules and systems,
structures and spaces. The use, purchase, display of objects, commodi-
ties, things is an inextricable part of this process. The structure of this
chapter therefore is essentially threefold:

Suckers

Firstly, the notion of the consumer as ‘sucker’, as mindlessly manipu-
lated by larger forces, is reviewed. Its familiarity stems from Marxist
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and neo-Marxist conceptions of the consumer, and reconnects with the
Frankfurt School’s deeply critical evaluation of consumption as the per-
petuation of “false needs”, discussed in the first chapter. Subsequently
we find allies for this critical approach in more recent ideas about con-
sumption, such as the beginnings of consumer psychology, as detailed
by Bowlby, and retail psychology, the diverse ways that retail spaces are
organised to make us consume more. Famously this includes the use of
artificial scents such as bread smells in supermarkets, and aerosol sprays
of ‘new car smell’. Such smells and other subliminal cues imply the
manipulation of the consumer’s unconscious motivations, in shopping
malls and showrooms. This will allow some interesting stories to be told
garnered from journalism and journals of retail psychology, furthering
the view of the programmability of consumers in retail spaces.

Savvy

Secondly, considering the ‘savvy’ or 'knowing’ consumer, aware they are
manipulated to a certain extent by large corporations and the mass
media, but able to reclaim their own sense of identity in some way. The
use of mass-produced objects in ways unintended by the manufacturer
reveals a sense of irony and creative use (‘appropriation’) by the con-
sumet, being a tacit acknowledgement of mass media manipulation but

simultaneously an unwillingness to blindly comply. In this section, a .

brief introduction to Michel de Certeau’s The Practice of Everyday Life
(1984) explores such individual ‘tactics’ within a larger corporate ‘strat-
egy’, and contrasts this with the critics of the mass culture industry,
such as the Frankfurt School (especially Adorno, Horkheimer, and
Marcuse). Similarly, Lefebvre’s ‘appropriation’ of space by gatherings of
people makes a former capitalist-consumer space (a market) into an
emancipatory, shared social space, an idea examined further in the fol-
lowing chapter.

‘The art of being in-between’: consuming youth

In order to track some of these ideas through more specific case studies,
histories and examples, we can look at the beginnings of youth culcures
after the Second World War to the present day. This is particularly useful

143



144 THE KNOWING CONSUMER?

because it illustrates the origins of a unique market directed specifically
at young consumers, how it was targeted in terms of marketing and
advertising, and how ‘taste’ and ‘auchenticity’ have been negotiated and
performed through consumption practices. Importantly, post-war youth
culeures coincide with developments of Fordism and mass consumption,
and are at the forefront of disputes and issues of subcultures, smaller
social groups based on affinities and interests as opposed to more tradi-
tional structures such as school, workplace or family. Of course, con-
sumption is central to these subcultures, as it is through the unique style
and aesthetics of black clothes and purple lipstick that we ‘become’
Goths, or by purchasing and displaying knee-length trousers and hooded
tops that we ‘become’ Skaters. Thus, whichever subculture we identify
with in industrial or postindustrial societies, it will inevitably involve a
negotiation between mass-produced goods and a creative ‘appropriation’
or misuse of them in order to reclaim a sense of authenticity and identity.

Putting these three together, we can look to more recent examples,
including che fluid forms of communication, shifting idencities, and
tentative flircing made possible through mobile phones, to raise the
same question in an everyday context: are we ‘suckers’ for taking part in
an obvious form of conspicuous consumption, or ‘savvy’ in wanting to
reclaim a technology and use it for our own ends? The context of every-
dayness is an important underlying theme to address in this chaprer, as
these complex negotiations occur within everyday activities and spaces
of consumption. Whether it is purchasing jeans in order to rip them
later, or buying pre-ripped jeans, our performances of self- and social
identity occur as a complex set of negotiations within the everyday.
Forging and maintaining our shifting and multiple identities between
spaces of discipline — of home, work, or school — and spaces of leisure
and consumption — such as pubs, clubs, or malls ~ requites sophisti-
cated understandings of che presentation of self in everyday life, and
nuanced understandings of the shifting relations between self, space and
consumption. The particularly spatial contexts of these relations will be
examined in the following chapter, ‘Mallrats and car boots’, while this
chapter concentrates on the tensions between attempts.at manipulating
and structuring the consumer, and the freedom and appropriation of
these commodities and practices; and subsequently, between formations
of self-identity and especially social identity, our place and status within
groups o subcultures.
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THE SUCKER

(a): a person: easily cheated okr“deceivéd; (b): a perso‘hi irresistibly
attracted by something specified e.g. a sucker for ghost stories.

Constructing the consumer

We have already looked at the Frankfurt School as exemplars of a more
deterministic structure in which we are compliant in the imposition of cul-
ture and commodities from what Adorno and Horkheimer in 1947 called
the “mass culeure industry”. The imposition of homogeneity and pre-
dictability, they argued, led to a depoliticised social conformity. An updated
version of this same idea was discussed in Chapter 3, concerning the
McDonaldization of society. The argument is powerful because it limits
political and social transformation or alternatives only to those realisable
within the framework of capitalism, which is by definition exploitative. As
we saw in Chapter 1, Marcuse had pronounced that, through the culcure
indusery and the newly emerging mass consumer society, capitalism pro-
motes an “ideology of control” that limits the powers of the individual. The
monolithic control and exploitation of populations by the mass culture
industry — the State, advertising and the mass media — all united in generat-
ing “false needs”, he thought (1968: 26-27), needs which were themselves
forms of social control. By buying into false needs, so the story goes, we
become passive consumers, manipulated by larger forces beyond our control.
In other words, we become “mindless dupes” (Mackay 1997: 3), “pitiable
dupes” (Bowlby 2000: 132). We are taken in. Suckers. This construction of
the consumer, the engineering of tastes, desires and (false) needs, is what
Storey (1999: 19ff.) terms the model of “consumption as manipulation”.
Most contemporary theorists of consumption no longer take this view,
actributing to consumers a more active, creative role. Before examining this
in the next section ("The savvy’), it is worth engaging in more recent devel-
opments that continue in the same vein as the Frankfurt School and their
legacy. For the same dialectic between individuality and conformity,
between freedom and determinism, between resistance and domination,
persists through more modern retail methods. The construction of the con-
sumer continues with retail psychology, with psychoanalysis, and with the
engineering of consumer desire and instinct that is orcheserated through
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advertising and marketing. Part of this history could be told through
Freud’s nephew, Edward Bernays, who contributed considerably to the rise
of public relations and marketing in the USA after the Second World War.
In 1928 he argued: “If we understand the mechanism and motives of the
group mind, it is now possible to control and regiment the masses accord-
ing to our will without their knowing it” (2004: 71). This scientific tech-
nique of moulding public opinion, used for public relations and marketing
in its early days, he called the “engineering of consent”. Similarly, new tech-
niques of marketing and the rise of retail psychology continue this theme of
the engineering of consumer behaviour, and are briefly surveyed below.

Retail psychology — manipulating the consumer

The construction of the consumer can similarly be seen as the manipula-
tion of the group mind, the engineering of desires and needs. A few
examples will suffice to further the view of the programmability of con-
sumers in retail spaces, the manipulation of the consumer’s unconscious
motivations, in shopping malls and showrooms. The structuring of
spaces and the appeal to the senses within a retail environment heavily
influences consumer behaviour, and has emerged as an area of academic
study. If consumer behaviour can be manipulated, however subtly, are
we essentially trapped within the iron cage of consumption? Are pur-
chasing decisions made by ourselves, or engineered by other factors?

Retail psychology, a burgeoning branch of psychology, researches the
various conditions under which consumers are more likely to purchase.
Attempts at influencing the decisions of buyers started in the 1930s,
when the self-service supermarket was becoming a retail phenomenon
very separate from the local ‘store’. For the first time, the scientific
organisation of retail space was combined with aesthetics, the sensory
appeal to the shopper. As Bowlby shows, this combination was reflected
in a series of influential books by Carl Dipman for example, who envi-
sioned a new epoch of modern, progressive retailing:

The old-fashioned store was to a large extent a storeroom. The dealer
was a storekeeper. But the modern grocery store must be a scientific
salesroom. The grocer must be a modern sales engineer.

(1931, in Bowlby 2000: 143)
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Unlike the general store, where visits only replenished items that were reg-
ularly required, the ethos of the modern grocery store was to actively pro-
mote new things, to try them out, treating the customer not as a known
entity with predictable needs but, as Dipman wrote in 1935, as “a bundle
of sales possibilities” (in Bowlby 2000: 144). This could only occur
through a “modern sales engineet”, employing elementary retail psychol-
ogy to disrupt previous habitual patterns of consumption and to persuade
the customer to pick up and try out new items. To encourage this, thought
Dipman, aesthetics must come to the forefront. Beauty, sensory appeal,
these were the factors that mattered to mostly female customers:

The grocery store today must be both pleasing to the customer - a
thing of beauty — yet so constructed that work and labor are reduced
to a minimum ... The application of sight and touch, coupled with
efficiency of operation, are the most important factors in the new
retail salesmanship.

(1931, in Bowlby 2000: 144)

The American housewife was therefore partly constructed in the imagina-
tion of modern sales engineers like Dipman as discriminating, yet open to
new possibilities and aware of the aesthetics and sensory appeal of objects
and packages. American housewives were therefore educated in aesthetics,
and their position as consumers was to change — “They were not seen as
blameworthy, but as the pitiable dupes of a malevolent environment
called ‘consumer soctety’” (in Bowlby 2000: 132). Continually looking
for value in order to fulfil the role of dutiful household shopper, they were
also a bundle of sales possibilities. After the Second World War, the abun-
dance of items on American supermarket shelves was arranged in vast,
sometimes overwhelming displays. The pressure to buy partly arose from
the sheer impressiveness of display, but also by appeal to the customer’s
“whims and fancies”, which emanated from the customers themselves
(Bowlby 2000: 144). The older grocery stores merely replaced what was
consumed in the everyday household’s usual stock of items. The modern
store, by combining aesthetics and organisation, and now with the abun-
dance of items available after the war, was to pander to the whims and
fancies of the customer, steadily encouraging impulse purchases.

In modern retail environments, more sophisticated appeals to the
senses are made, such as ambient lighting, the subtle use of smell, music

147



148 THE KNOWING CONSUMER?

of the right tempo, and the visual appeal of window displays. The partic-
ularly fascinating innovations however are at the preconscious ot sublim-
inal level. It has long been known that certain smells for example trigger
moods or feelings. As Marcel Proust famously realised in Remembrance of
Things Past, smells can trigger emotions and memories, and the limbic
system is the part of the brain responsible for these. But it was the
British supermarket Tesco that pioneered an artificial smell of freshly
baked bread that it pumped throughout its stores. Underhill, in his pop-

Are you reeled in?
By Beth Neil, The Evenmg Chron/c/e

.. Jim gets even more enthusiastic as we come to the kitchen sec-
tion. “Just look at the difference in lighting here. So much brighter.”

He's right. Extra spot lights hanging above the fridges and towels
make everything look a beautifully crisp, pristine white. It's the same
story over at the fruit and veg. |im looks at a pile of shiny, glowing
red apples. “See underneath here there's a strip light which is reflect-

" ing on the apples making therm appear lovely and red,” he says.

He takes an apple and pulls it slowly away from the rest. As the
fruit movey‘sidUt'éf'the light, the colour dulls and the shine virtually
disappears. Of course, shoppers don't notice the difference as they
quickly gather what they want from the shelves and chuck it in the !
trolley. '

The smell of freshly baked bread drifts seductxvely towards us.
But Jim remarks that all might not be quite as it seems. -

“A fot of supermarkets pump out the smell of bread to entice
customers and whet their appetite.

- “Most of the bread will be baked early in the morning, so it's
impossible to keep those lovely smells going throughout the day.”.

Clever. or ‘sneaky? [ can't decide.

Jim re]ects any accusations ‘that cu"stkomer‘s are being duped.
“Absolutely not. Customers aren't stupld [src] they know stores are
there to make a profit .. :

Source: The Evening Chron/c/e (Newcastle), 26 September 2003,
Features, p.26.
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ular book on retailing, Why We Buy, describes this as the “olfactory trail”
from aisle to bakety, the piped smell of bread being “warm, homey
scents” (2003: 164). The warm, welcoming feelings evoked by the smell,
especially by the entrance, either enticed customers inside or made cus-
tomers feel more positively disposed towards the store. This new trend in
retailing, ‘atmospherics’, attends to aspects of the atmosphere like this
(music, smell or appearance) in order to influence consumer behaviour.

Read the extract from the boxed newspaper story, which concerns a
visit to a Tesco store with a consumer psychologist, Jim Goudie. The
article follows the usual circuit of the shopper, from start to finish,
detailing some of the mechanisms whereby customers are guided in pat-
ticular directions, and noticing some of the ‘atmospherics’ being used to
attract customers towards certain commodities.

The comment “Clever, or sneaky? I can’t decide” could be a refrain
that applies to the whole history of retail psychology. Tesco's artificial
bread smell idea later encouraged prospective house sellers to ensure the
smell of roasted coffee or baked goods was present during the inspec-
tion, to better dispose the visitors to the property (e.g. Doig 1999).
Similatly, a psychology experiment concerning smell in retail environ-
ments - conducted using business studies students is revealing.
Responding to the diffusion of various scents and evaluating responses
within a simulated store, it was found by the researchers that the evalu-
ation of the store and environment by the students was more positive in
the scented conditions; these conditions were rated as more favourable,
positive and modern. The students wished to revisit the store and
regarded the merchandise as more up to date, varied and of higher qual-
ity. According to the researchers, “the presence of an inoffensive scent in
a store is an inexpensive and effective way to enhance consumer reac-
tions to the store and its merchandise” (Spangenbetg ez 2/. 1996). Smell
works as an incredibly powerful trigger to associate an environment
with a mood or feeling, and theteby impact on sales, and other atmo-
spherics promote other associative propetties.

The so-called ‘new car smell’ is held to be one of the most popular
smells, despite being a possibly carcinogenic cocktail of chemical treat-
ments to upholstery and materials. Nevertheless, it is desirable and pow-
erfully evocative, and may enhance the purchasing decision. For example,
a used-car showroom employed Oxford’s The Aroma Company to pro-
duce an aerosol spray of the smell, and applied it to used cats in a trial:



150 THE KNOWING CONSUMER?

In the short space of time in which a person decides whether they like

the car the smell plays a big part in whether they bond with the vehi-

cle and can be a small but important factor when it comes to buying.
(Daily Post 2004)

Of course, smell is a particularly powerful way of guiding or influ-
encing the consumer, its effectiveness lying in the association berween
scents and memories of warmth and homeliness, in the case of bread, or
the brash, crisp, modern smell of the new car. In retail psychology,
whether it is cunning or conning the consumer, or as the Evening
Chronicle article asked, being “clever or sneaky”, there are various sen-
sory cues and associative mechanisms, and practical ways that customers
can be channelled through space, past the special offers aisles and into
luxury items in a distant corner of the store. The spatial arrangement of
early supermarkets was similar to conventional scores. The introduction
of turnstiles and the separation of entry and exit was initially a mechod
of lowering lost sales through pilfering, as Bowlby (2000: 141) shows.
Subsequently the space within most supermarkets became similarly
demarcated, where the inner aisles of the store were self-service, a free
space to pick up and examine anything you like, and the exit as a ‘con-
trol” point, where everyone must pay to leave. More on the spaces of

IT'S PSYCHOLOGICAL WARFARE OUT THERE

The moment:they walk into-a US store, potential customers are
bombarded with trickery and messages — subliminal and direct — all
designed to lighten purses and wallets [...] ;

The governing principle of US retail psychology is to concentrate
on creating an environment conducive to spending. This involves
making shoppers happy (nlce music; lighting, free samples), and

- then convincing them to buy certain products [...]

So next time'you dive in to a shop determined to-grab Just bread,
milk and an evening newspaper and come out cartying nail varnish,
Christmas crackers, six two-litre drums of ice cream,,énd a case of
wine, remember = it's not your fault, they made you do it. -

Source: The Scotsman, 21 February 2001, p.4.
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consumption and the management of retail spaces will be discussed in
Chapter 7, ‘Malltats and car boots’.

Yet it is one thing to describe the mechanisms employed in influ-
encing customers to pick up, touch and try a particular product, and
another to actually compel the customer towards the purchase. The
process leading up to the moment of decision can be influenced, but
the actual decision belongs to the customer. Underhill writes about
the experience of clothing store The Gap where, rather than clothes
being on hangars, they are folded and arranged on tables within a
large, open salesfloor. In traditional retail lore this means less stock
being available within a given retail space. But the picking up of
clothes, the unfolding and refolding, increases tactile contact wich the
commodity, and encoutages staff to approach and offer human contact.
“We buy things today more than ever based on trial and touch” (2003:
162), he argues:

It's the sensory aspect of the decision-making process that's most
intriguing because how else do we experience anything? But it's espe-
cially crucial in this context because virtually all unplanned purchases
- and many planned ones, too — come as a result of the shopper see-
ing, touching, smelling or tasting something that promises pleasure,
if not total fulfilment.

(2003: 162)

To see all this as an 'iron cage’ of consumption, where consumers are
locked into patterns of behaviour not of their own choosing, where their
decisions are not their own, would be the logical development of the
creation of, and compulsion towards, “false needs” that the Frankfurt
School decried. Yet one of the criticisms of the Frankfurt School and the
Leavisite critics of popular culture and mass consumption is that it
grossly oversimplifies the workings of the mass culture industry. As
Storey (1999: 32) argues, there is not always the total and successful
manipulation of passive subjects. Consumption occurs in cultural con-
texts, as we shall see in the following section, as well as social spaces (in
Chapter 7). Instead, the sciences of retail psychology with its sensory
appeals and spatial arrangements may encourage us to touch and to #y,
but not — as yet — forcing us to buy. And, even when bought, items can
be used in unforeseen and imaginative ways.
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THE SAVVY

alteration of sabi know: (in English-based creoles and pidgins), from
Portuguese 'sabe:he knows, from:-saberto know, from Latin sapere
to be wise: ‘

If the post-war abundance of commodities, the emergence of retail psychol-
ogy and the rise of impulse purchasing encourages us to touch and try prod-
ucts, actually buying them takes us into different territory. Without
denigrating the practices of ‘just looking’, the browsing, trying on and non-
purchasing of products for recreational purposes, purchased commodities
not only help to articulate our sense of identity, but can also be used in ways
unintended or unforeseen by the manufacturers. Being a ‘savvy’ consumer is
not about continually finding the best bargains, although that is a useful
skill. Being a savvy consumer is to be aware of the contradictions between
the marketing and advertising imposed on us, but still consuming items in
intended and unintended ways in order to articulate something else — a
sense of self-identity, of difference, or to express a social identity, that sense
of belonging to a group based on shared tastes and values. Often the sense of
belonging to a group is defined in terms of resistance, as Stuare Hall argues,
this being a pervasive or even seductive actitude. Using a notion from
Antonio Gramsci concerning the contested “terrain of culture”, wherein
ideological struggles take place, Hall continues:

The people versus the power-bloc: this, rather than ‘class-against-
class’, is the central line of contradiction around which the terrain of
culture is polarized. Popular culture, especially, is organized around
the contradiction: the popular forces versus the power-bloc.

(1981: 238)

Popular culture, especially music, often encourages this collective sense
of resistance against an ill-defined yet omnipotent force such as ‘big
business’, ‘capitalism’ or the forces of commercialism. And it is only in
resistance that identities and subcultures can form, despite the fact that
these identities also involve consumption, the music and clothes are still
bought. Nevertheless, looking at youth subcultures and the way they
are often organised around patterns of consu;npcion entails a recognition
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that consumers are ‘active’ and even creative, rather than the suckers the
“passive ‘dupes’” (Storey 1999: 54) of much social theory.

Miche! de Certeau

Whether we sympathise with the Frankfurc School’s harsh critique of
the mass culture industry, or even aspire to the celebrations of aspiration
and material success that was Dynasty in the 1980s or Sex and the City in
the late 1990s, we can acknowledge the viewpoint that our consumer
choices are engineered by a culture industry that enforces homogenisa-
tion, conformity, a single model for us all to aspire to. George Ritzer's
‘McDonaldization’ thesis explores this in terms of the modern business
of leisure, seeing this homogenisation as a template being applied to
ever new areas, as we saw in Chapter 3. Again, consumers become
‘dupes’ or ‘suckers’ by falling for this. But theorists such as Michel de
Certeau (1925-1986) have suggested the opposite. In The Practice of
Everyday Life (1984), de Certeau forthrighely wishes to claim instead
that consumption practices can be reclaimed. Consumption can be cre-
ative; consumption is a way of asserting freedom or challenging the sys-
tems of power; and consumption can be a way of fighting back at
capitalism itself. In other words, instead of simply being duped we can
exercise our creativity, not merely straightforwardly using the products
imposed on us, but misusing or altering them for our own purposes.
There is a creativity in consumption that de Certeau wishes to reclaim,
and this forms something of the fabric of our everyday micropolitics.

Rather than actempting to write and represent the totality of social
relations in a grand theoretical mode, as does Lefebvre and others in
their Marxist-influenced revolutionary backgrounds, Michel de Certeau
is content to celebrate the more mundane moments of creativity and fes-
tivity within everyday life, including consumption. There is a different
orientation to his more revolutionary brethren, the acknowledgement
that consumer capitalism simply cannot contain the spontaneity and
energies of the people, and that mass culture never contains the activi-
ties of the consumer, nor the wse they make of commodities:

The consumer cannot be identified or qualified by the newspapers or
commercial products he assimilates: between the person (who uses
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them) and these products {indexes of the ‘order’ which is imposed on
him), there is a gap of varying proportions opened by the uses he
makes of them.

(1984: 32)

There is a perpetual “anonymous creativity” that persists, indicative of more
pluralistic, spontaneous and unsystematic forms of culture that continually
arise. The creativity involved in consumption in everyday life implies that
there is a production in the acts and processes of consumption. “Consumers
‘produce’ through the adoption of errant ot non-formalised practices, which
obey internal logics that are often unintelligible to the outsider”, sum-
marises Gardiner (2000: 170). In fact, consumption is the locus of produc-
tion for the majority of the population, especially in late capitalism. Rather
than being passive, victim-like suckers, consumer-producers exercise cun-
ning, trickery, are truly savvy in their creative appropriation of mass-pro-
duced commodities. Economists, advertising executives, marketing people
will translate the singular act of purchasing as significant, and this can be
captured by statistical study, tracing only the “material used by consumer
practices — a matetial which is obviously that imposed on everyone by pro-
duction”. What cannot be captured is the ways of using those products, “the
very activity of ‘making do” (de Certeau 1984: 34).

In a way, de Certeau echoes Stuart Hall’s observation, above, that
popular culture often defines itself in opposition to the power bloc. For
there to be any resistance to the dominant forces of our culture, thinks
de Certeau, we must be like guerrillas. As such, consumption is likened
to a tactical raid upon the system, the dominant forces:

in reality, a rationalized, expansionist, centralized, spectacular and
clamorous production is confronted by an entirely different kind of
production, called ‘consumption’ and characterized by its ruses, its
fragmentation (the results of the circumstances), its poaching, its
clandestine nature, its tireless but quiet activity, in short by its quasi-
invisibility, since it shows itself not in its own products (where would
it place them?) but in an art of using those imposed on it.

(1984:31)

In acknowledging that we no longer make our own products so easily,
and therefore we must rely on products “imposed” upon us, a funda-
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mental aspect of the culture of everyday life is cherefore to be found in
“adaptation”, in “ways of using imposed systems”; and chis he likens to
“trickery ~ (ruse, deception, in the way one uses or cheats with the
terms of social contracts)” (1984: 18).

As Fiske shows, the language de Certeau uses contrasts those that
have power, the "cumbersome, unimaginative and overorganized”, with
the weak, who are “creative, nimble and Hexible” (1989a: 29). The con-
erast couldn’t be clearer. Much like military interventions in so-called
rogue states, a lumbering but mighty military force is pitted against a
weaker but more mobile and underground set of disparate forces that
remain hidden. The larger forces of domination are over-organised, and
must utilise a szrategy, we, on the other hand, are weaker and, like guet-
rillas, must use sactics. A strategy is a long-term plan, where resources
are expendable in the attainment of a long-term goal (e.g. capturing a
nation, maximising profit), whereas tactics are short-term plans, to
resist 2 dominant force (e.g. an occupying army, the imposition of
mass-marketed commodities) through skirmishes, raids, ambushes,
smaller-scale opposition. A weaker force will simply lose against a
larger force if direct confrontation happens in the open; hence the fight
must ‘be taken underground, must rely on surprise in smaller-scale
actacks, and must occupy territories in a more fleeting and temporary
way. We are reminded most recently of these tactics and strategies in
the conflicts between the US and Vietnam, Nicaragua, Afghanistan
(delece according to age). But these metaphors will also be useful in
considering the ways we react to, and resist, imposed meanings,
ordered spaces of consumption, and mass-marketed commodities.

The art of appropriation

In terms of ways of adapting the goods imposed on us through con-
sumer capitalism, or “ways of wsing imposed systems” (1984: 18), de
Certeau introduces the term ‘appropriation’. We appropriate mass-
produced consumer goods or alter their meaning through we; we do
different things with them, make them mean different things. In this
way we negotiate our cultural identity and our politics through this
use (or misuse) of standardised, mass-produced products, as Lunt and
Livingstone explain:
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The process of negotiation is one in which the consumer transforms
or appropriates the mass-produced object. They do not necessarily
take on the meanings which are publicly associated with the object
but work symbolically on the object’s meaning, bringing objects into
the home and under control, giving them local meanings, translating
the object from an alienable to an inalienable condition.

(1992: 84)

Unlike the Frankfurt School, the acknowledgement that commodi-
ties and the products of the culture industries are woven into the fabric
of everyday life is central to de Certeau. Sometimes the use of these
mass-produced standardised products is artful, cunning, unusual, and
transforms their meaning. In describing the art of appropriation, we can
look at examples that show consumption is part of a dialogic process as
opposed to the simple act of purchasing and display. This dialogue con-
tinues between consumers and producers, but also between consumers
and other consumers. In terms of subcultures, one stylistic innovation
does not exist in isolation. Imitation, mimicry, mutability and eventual
transformation characterise this ongoing dialogue within, and between,
subcultures. An example of this is described in the ‘Subcultures’ section
below, which details the transformation of the scooter from democratic,
unisex transport device to male Mod style icon.

Any analysis of consumption within subcultures is to a certain
extent one of homology, that is, the recognition of patterns of similarity.
Storey (1999) in looking at cultural consumption realises this similar-
ity within a group and between groups. The way that subcultures or
groups dress similarly and share core values clearly identifies them,
whether they be Mods, Goths, Punks, Skaters or whatever. Yet while
recognising the internal coherence of youth subcultures, we can also
acknowledge a heterology, the patterns of difference and the accommoda-
tion of otherness. This heterology is clear when we notice that no one
member of a group is exactly alike, and that there are stylistic traits or
the innovative use of objects or decorations that mark out a member as
different from anothet. The production of difference, the stylistic inno-
vation, de Certeau thinks of as a process of bricolage. Bricolage is to
acknowledge the plurality of meanings of commodities, even if mass
produced, through their use, misuse and appropriation by a subculture
or group. In a sense, as Lury (1996: 197) remarks, this is a double
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movement, the homology of subcultures yet the heterology of the dif-
ferent uses of products to mark out the differential practices of the sub-
culture. The heterology, the marking out of difference between groups,
is consequently pursued primarily through consumption, then,
Following de Certeau a number of researchers have found that young
consumers are active, creative and critical in their use and appropria-
tion of commodities. “In a process of bricolage, they appropriated, re-
accented, rearticulated or trans-coded the material of mass culture to
their own ends, through a range of everyday creative and symbolic
practices”, summarises Mackay (1997: 6). Appropriation, this arcful,
creative process of transforming commodities from their intended use
into a sign-system of a subculture’s own making, is examined in terms
of motor scooters by Hebdige (1988, 2000), and in terms of ripping
jeans by Fiske (1989a). Thus paradigmatic examples of artful appropri-
ation occur within youth culeure.

‘THE ART OF BEING IN-BETWEEN’: CONSUMING
YOUTH

This section will take the debate concerning consumers as ‘suckers’ or
‘savvy’ into more complex territory, using the historical creation of
youth cultures and their often ambiguous but necessary reliance on con-
sumption to articulate these cultures as a continuous negotiation
between positions. Steven Miles’s book Consumerism — As a Way of Life
flags up what he calls “the consuming paradox™:

the fact that in terms. of our individual experience consumerism
appears to have a fascinating, arguably fulfilling, personal appeal and
yet simultaneously plays some form of an ideological role in actually
controlling the character of everyday life.

(1998: 5)

In other words, this is to ask whether we are being creative and
expressing ourselves and our identities through consumption, or
whether we are being manipulated and controlled by a mass culture
industry. Or, we could rephrase this into Gramsci’s (1971) language,
where the form of ideological control occurring through culture is
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hegemonic — perpetuating hegemony — and any culcural resistance s
counter-hegemontic. It is to ask whether we are seducers or the seduced,
or as we have portrayed it in this chapter, whether ‘suckers’ or ‘savvy’,
Perhaps, as in any sexual encounter, a bic of both. Being a savvy con-
sumer is therefore to be aware of Miles’s ‘consuming paradox’, the
knowledge that our tastes and desires are manipulated by the mass
media, yet simultaneously the belief that we still find satisfaction and
articulate our identities through consumption. Contrary to the
Frankfure School and its explicit notion that we become assimilated
into what the mass culture industry dictates, we can ‘poach’ or ‘appro-
priate’ chings for our own ends, ensuring that commodities can be
assimtlated into what we are, racher than the other way around.

Yet we should be wary of de Certeau’s romanticised view of guerrilla
consumption, the translation or appropriation of objects. Celebrating
the everyday creacivities that help fabricate culture is fine, buc does lead
to naive and unrealistic claims concerning the importance of these acts,
de Certeau is culpable of this in certain passages:

Dwelling, moving about, speaking, reading, shopping and cooking are
activities that seem to correspond to the characteristics of tactical
ruses and surprises: clever tricks of the ‘weak’ within the order estab-
lished by the ‘strong,’ an art of putting one over on the adversary on
his own turf, hunters’ tricks, maneuverable, polymorphic mobilities,
jubilant, poetic and warlike discoveries.

(1984: 38)

In addition, the dramaric language of ‘poaching’, ruse, trickery is oppo-
sitional, still adhering to what Hall (1981) had declared, that popular
culture is always defined against the power bloc. Gramsci himself uses
military analogies too, yet his emphasis is not on the side of the minor
victories of popular culeure:

In war it would sometimes appear that a fierce artillery attack seemed
to have destroyed the enemy's entire defensive system, whereas in
fact it had only destroyed the outer perimeter: and at the moment of
their advance and attack the assailants would find themselves con-
fronted by a line of defence which was still effective.

(1971: 235)
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In the contested terrain of culture, some “superficial concessions”
within culture may be allowed (Scrinati 1995: 167), but this does not sig-
nificantly alter the power balance. In other words, minot victories against
a larger foe may have the dramatic appeal of a war movie, but may just be
the insignificant and sneaky victories of teenagers gecting one over on the
teacher. As Clarke puts it in his essay ‘Dupes and guerrillas: the dialectics
of cultural consumption’ (2000), the polarisation of the debate into
‘dupes’ and ‘guerrillas’ tends to romanticise the political character of these
acts of resistance. “While chis approach correctly gets rid of the pessimism
of seeing subordinate groups as ‘cultural dupes’, the alternative vision of
guerrilla armies of cultural activists seems excessively celebratory”, he
argues (2000: 293). And how these cultural resistances fit into any identi-
fiable political direction is uncertain. Is it playful or revolutionary? Anti-
capitalist, or symptromatic of ‘postmodern’ consumption?! McGuigan'’s
criticism of Fiske also applies by extension to de Certeau: chat their cheo-
rising, “focused so narrowly as it is on the micro-politics of consumption
and the local victories and defeats of everyday life, provides little space for
transformative struggle of any kind” (2000: 295).

One problem about romanticising the guerrillas racher than the dupes, is
that there is an unsophisticated undetstanding of the economic and ideolog-
ical model as monolithic or singular. This criticism is familiar from the
Frankfurt School. But even for De Certeau, commodities are first imposed
on us, and only then can we transform them. Yet the economic impetus
behind the culture of consumption, Clarke atgues, has always involved the
use of alternative or oppositional creative practices; in short, it is simplistic
to argue that cultural uniformity or homogenisation results, since the eco-
nomic drive is towards increasing diversity in terms of objects and services
for consumption (2000: 288). New production technologies have left the
uniformity and standardisation of the Model “T" Ford behind, enabling a
range of highly differentiated and tailored products to be manufactured
from the same production processes. Similarly, consumer culture being
increasingly homogeneous is one of the myths of consumption that Miller
wishes to puncture. The forms of diversity and sociality produced through
consumption ate diminished with respect to earlier forms, which are usually
held to be more ‘authentic’. Miller argues that this “myth of cultural ero-
sion” refuses to regard new forms of diversity as ‘culture’ (1993: 22). True,
consumers desite innovation yet also the reassurance that a product fits into
their expectations, so there is a conventionalising process. A new recording
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artist might be described as “the new Norah Jones”, for example. Buct this is
not the same as homogenisation or uniformity. One strategy to accommo-
date these tensions or contradictions is to move away from the polarisation
of the debate, from ‘dupes’ and ‘guerrillas’, suckers or savvy, and to think
instead of the practices of culeural consumption, the way their negotiations
reveal social relations, and the way that strategies for surviving these pro-
cesses are constructed. This is clearest in the analysis of youthful consump-
tion, where the selection and display of commodities is most exposed.

Youth culture means dwelling at the edges of competing tendencies.
In the case of consumption, this may be consumption with a ‘knowing’
or ironic edge. The competing or even contradictory tendencies between
work and leisure, between the hard-working ethos of production and the
hedonistic or pleasure-seeking ethos of consumption, as Lee observes, are
particularly prominent in youth culture. Fordism essentially

developed and defined the social category of youth which became the
most prominent materialisation of the new mass consumption ethic
... [Fordism] opened up fertile new youth markets and made available
for youth the now familiar material and symbolic objects by which
they could objectify a common structure of feeling.

(1992: 106-107)

Thus Pordism, the logic of mass production and mass consumption,
introduced a notion of group identity and solidarity based on purchas-
ing goods, and rewarded the flexibility of the youthful workforce by
granting them not only their own culture but also the money to buy
into it. It is not a one-way street, however. As boundary creatures, youth
consumers are indeed ideal consumers, being representative of
“Fordism’s strategic enshrinement of consumption”, but also "its most
telling site of cultural contradiction”, as Latham (2002: 19) points out.
In other words, the consumer paradox is never so keenly exemplified as
in the complexities and contradictions of youth consumption.

Post-war consumption and the invention of the ‘teenager’

The market research company Datamonitor in their report “Teenage
Consumers’ claimed that, in US dollars, the “total European market
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value is 6.0bn for tweens and 10.5bn for 14-to-17 year-old teenagers in
2002" (Datamonitor 2003). Along with the identification of distinct
youth categories and their relative spending power, the report com-
piled trends in spending and suggested strategies for more effective
marketing to this group. In an earlier report entitled “Tweenagers’
they advise: "One of the most effective ways to market to tweens will
be to introduce ‘step stone’ brands that extend the appeal of more
adult-orientated products to include tweens” (Datamonitor 2002). The
separation and maintenance of distinct categories for marketing, such
as ‘teenagers’ and ‘tweenagers’, along with appropriate strategies for
approaching such target markets, is historically a result of the explo-
sion of post-war consumption.

The ‘teenager’ as a distinct category was coined in the mid-1940s by
market researchers in the US, and took a few years to be imported into
the UK. Once imported, however, the new cterm ‘teenager’ became
rooted, and central to this category was the idea that “traditional class
boundaries were being eroded by the fashions and lifestyles of newly
affluenc "gilded’ youth”, in the words of Osgerby (1998: 35). This rise
in youth identities and subcultures based largely on consumption meant
that other categories of identity, such as the workplace or role in the
household, became less meaningful. Whereas one's identity was pre-
dominantly given by one’s economic status and role in the workplace or
household before the Second World War, emerging youth groups placed
the emphasis first on sociz/ idencity (identity within the social group) as
opposed to economic identity (within the workplace). Bocock describes
this shift from “work-role idenctity” (1993: 1095), where work instead
provides the money for buying the consumer goods required to con-
struct and maintain other, more self-directed forms of identity. Rather
than being bound by class-based formations of identity derived from the
workplace, the rise of youth subcultures was elective, a matter of
lifestyle choice that could escape previously rigid and entrenched class-
based and social divisions. The shift from workplace identity even
hinted at a new ‘classlessness’, where post-war economic growth and
new consumer freedoms ameliorated social divisions.

As an example of Bourdieu’s distinction, where ‘taste’ is always set
up in opposition to bad taste, to the objectionable, the lowly or unimag-
inative, in post-war affluence we have a particular sort of “conspicuous,
leisure-oriented” consumption, in the words of Osgerby (1998: 31),
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driven by youth tastes and centred around competing forms of con-
sumption, Rather than the domestic consumption of their parents’ gen-
eration, this expenditure on entertainments and display of commodities
was public, flamboyant even. To the youth participating in these sub-
cultures based on consumption, and to the increasingly important areas
of marketing and the mass media, the clear association was of youthful-
ness with ebullience, affluence and a rejection of the seemingly dull con-
formity and primitive pleasures of previous generations. So clearly
identified and distinct as a marketing category, post-war youth culture’s
need to express itself through conspicuous consumption, and to forge
separate subcultures within which one found social status and a sense of
identity, was ripe for economic exploitation, as shown by this astonish-
ingly candid report from 1966:

The quality of life lived by the average young person of today is much
affected by the realisation by commercial interests that the age group
fourteen to twenty-five represents, in economic terms, a vast multi-
million pound market; a well-defined consumer group, affluent and
innocent, to be attracted and exploited and pandered to; second only
to the housewife in potential spending power.

(Hawes 1966, in Osgerby 1998: 38)

As a result, the media industries and marketing helped to popularise
and accelerate changes in youth fashion, music and style, and took dis-
tinct subculeures such as the Teddy boys and Mods nationwide so that
even provincial areas had their versions.

Subcultures and the aestheticisation of everyday life

What is a subculture? A social group that uses the “detritus of a domi-
nant culeure to affirm a counter-culture”, say Clarke e /. (2003: 136).
The usual history of post-war consumption emphasises the emergence of
youth cultures based on consumption. Subcultures were an attempt after
the Second World War to hold on to the traditional working-class com-
munity of the ‘parent’ culture, while using the opportunities afforded
by the so-called ‘affluent society’ of post-war Britain and America that
J.K. Galbraith had famously identified. As such, they started as work-
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ing-class phenomena, positioned berween old values and new affluence.
Subculcures in Dick Hebdige's formulation are “concerned first and
foremost with consumption” (1979: 94-95). The purchase of certain
commodities such as records and clothes, aimed at emerging youth mat-
kets, entailed an increasing identification of the consumer with a chosen
lifestyle pattern. This occurs in something like a bricolage process, where
commodities from the various culture industries are appropriated for
their own purposes or meanings. A simple commodity can be trans-
formed by an act of cultural resistance, such as the ripping of jeans as
Fiske (1989a) shows. But this act of resistance often leads to ‘incorpora-
tion’ — that is, the manufacturers will then sell the cransformed com-
modity as a commodity, such as pre-ripped jeans. The analysis of the
subcultural patterns of consumption in this way reveals the active
nature of consumption, almost as part of a dialogic process, as opposed
to the passive form of consumption chat the Frankfurt School and other
cultural critics assume. Consumers are not “passive dupes”, as Storey
(1999: 54) remarks. An example of this is the scooter.

We usually think of the ‘Mods’ and the 'Rockers’ as quintessential
post-war youth subcultures, and indeed they neatly show the divide in
terms-of consumption. While the Rockers were more traditionally rebel-
lious, basing their consumption on Americanised motorbike culture and
rock music, the Mods were more attuned co the increasing aestheticisa-
tion of everyday life of continental Europe, receptive to modernist (hence
‘Mod’) design influences, especially from Icaly. As Hebdige explains,
“Mod was predominantly working-class, male-dominated and centred on
an obsessive clothes-consciousness”, and therefore, according to sociologi-
cal and marketing literature, “was largely a matter of commodity selec-
tion” (2000: 154). This is reflected in their consumption of soul and
rhythm and blues music, their prominent ownership of mopeds such as
Vespa and Lambrectta, their wearing of suits, often Italian in origin, dis-
playing their taste and setting them in opposition to the Rockers, with
their motorbikes, rock music, leather jackets and denims. If the motorcy-
cle was resolutely masculine, the scooter was gendered as female. It was
an aestheticised object, initially marketed co teenagers and women, as
Hebdige (2000: 131-132) shows. As its design progressed, the engine
became increasingly hidden behind panelling, the design and streamlin-
ing coming to the fore. Hence, its use by young, working-class, predomi-
nantly male Mods showed their preference for aesthetics rather than
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functionality, and placed progressive style and design as a badge of
belonging to that particular subculture:

As an everyday artefact invested with some standards of style and util-
ity but which still managed to satisfy all the key criteria ~ elegance,
serviceability, popularity and visual discretion — the scooter fulfilled all
the modern ideals.

{Hebdige 2000: 150)

The appropriation of such an object, the unique use of a commodity
outside its intended target market, assimilates a seemingly arbitrary
object into a sign-system of the subculture’s own making, and consti-
tutes the object as emblematic, a badge signifying identity and belong-
ing to a particular cultural group. “Value was conferred upon the scootet
by the simple act of selection”, is how Hebdige (2000: 155) describes it,
and the process of transformation of the scooter from a democratic mode
of transport to a Mod style statement entailed its appropriation and sub-
sequent modification. In a process of bricolage or hybridisation, out of
the styles, images and material culture available to a subculture like the
Mods, autonomy and uniqueness were pusrsued. Pennants, whip aerials,
mirtors, and hotns were added to the original design, separating the
object from its original target market, and just like Bourdieu’s notion of
distinction, using the object as a signal or marker to others with similar
tastes. To differentiate both object and owner from the mainstream,
through the purchase and transformation of the scooter, is simultane-
ously to bind consumer and commodity into a singular articulation of
taste, style and identity.

The competition between such groups was not limited to transport
or the boutique, of course, as newspapers often sensationally portrayed
their violent confrontations en masse in seaside towns, as both Hebdige
(1988, 2000) and Shields (1991) describe. This excessive energy was
partly fuelled by the media. Cohen famously characterises the clashes at
beach resorts like Clacton as a “moral panic” and shows how “folk dev-
ils” or deviants from the norm are portrayed in exaggerated form in the
media, as a threat to institutions and normality, and which must be
neutralised (1972: 40ff.). And partly this excessive energy was accom-
modated by cycles of consumption, and has since spread to teenage con-
sumption where the buying of commodities and the formations of
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identity within subcultural groups (Mods, Rockers, Punks, Goths,
Skaters and so on) is an index for the sheer, unbridled hedonistic plea-
sure in consumption that youth could enjoy after the stringent restric-
tions and rationing of wartime. The Mods are an exemplary hybrid, a
subculture whose more European, upwardly mobile and aesthetically
aware sensibility was still rooted in British working-class life in urban
housing estates, while their music taste included the black American
urban soul of the Stax and Motown labels, and also the music of recent
Afro-Caribbean immigrants, such as ska. Colin Maclnnes’s 1959 novel
Absolute Beginners, filmed by Julien Temple in 1986, shows the aestheti-
cisation of Mod culture, the centrality of music to the formation of the
social identity, the iconicity of the Vespa scooter, and the beginnings of
the ‘teenager’ as a cultural entity and, later, as marketing category. The
novelty of youth culture as a distinct category, represented by shiny
espresso machines and coffee bars, away from the prosaic adult world of
squalid pubs, is shown in this passage:

Everyone had loot to spend, everyone a bath with verbena salts
behind them, and nobody had broken hearts, because they were all
ripe for the easy summer evening. The rubber-plants in the espressos
had been dusted, and the smooth white lights of the new-style
Chinese restaurants — not the old Mah Jongg categories, but the lat-
est thing with broad glass fronts, and dacron curtainings, and a beige
carpet over the interiors — were shining a dazzle, like some monster
telly screens. Even those horrible old anglo-saxon public-houses - all
potato crisps and flat, stale ale, and puddles on the counter bar, and
spittle — looked quite alluring, provided you didn't push those two-ton
doors that pinch your arse, and wander in. In fact, the capital was a
night-horse dream.

(1961: 87)

The emblematic scooter takes its part in a more generalised context of
affluence, progressive design, the cultivation of style and distinction,
separating this from the tawdry, the banal, the unimaginative. Hebdige
calls this the ‘aestheticisation” of everyday life: “The perfection of sur-
faces within Mod was part of the ‘aestheticisation’ of everyday life
achieved through the intervention of the Image, through conflation of
the ‘public’ and the ‘personal’, consumption and display” (2000: 156).
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While this section has concentrated on a particular historical era in
order to exemplify the aestheticisation of everyday life, the appropria-
tion and transformation of scooters within Mod culture, we can easily
transpose this to a more recent subculture and set of objects,
Unsurprisingly, in some respects little has changed. The fixation with
Italian culrure still persists in some echelons of the new ‘Casuals’ sub-
culture, British working-class male groups organised around fashion,
fighting and football, as described by Thornton. Reminiscent of Mod’s
fixation with style, a Portsmouth fan describes the uniform of his peers:
“The knitwear was Italian; Armani and Valentino were the main labels”
(in Thornton 2003: 125). Of course, the range of commodities has
diversified greatly, and footwear has featured prominently as an articula-
cion of subculcural style and identity, as well as ethnicity. Bobbito
Garcia’s historical account of the role of trainers in popular culture in
New York from the 1960s onwards in Where'd You Get Those? (2003)
illustraces this, as does Nick Heard’s book Trainers (2003).

From ‘Generation X' to ‘Generation Text’

“‘Generation X' was the title of a nationwide study of youth attitcudes
and opinions that Charles Hamblett and Jane Deverson conducted
between 1963 and 1964. Originally commissioned for a British
women’s magazine, asking the nation’s youth their opinions and print-
ing chunks of the transcripts meant thac their frank findings did not sic
well with the magazine’s editor, so the study was published in book
form. In a variety of typefaces presumably indicating the variety of
views, the cover has young people “talking about Education, Marriage,
Money, Pop, Politics, Parents, Drugs, Drink, God, Sex, Class, Colour,
Kinks and Living for Kicks” (1964). The timing was apposite. British
youth was just emerging into the world’s spotlight, with the Beatles as
the epitome of cool. Mods were fighting against Rockers, sexual libera-
tion was in the air, and as we have seen, black music was fused with
white lower-middle-class art-school style. There was a sense of opti-
mism in popular culeure, and a plural but clearly identifiable voice of
British youth.

The term ‘Generation X' was therefore coined before Punk and
before Douglas Coupland’s eponymous novel of 1991, Yet so much has
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changed since both books were written that current youth no longer
have the naive nihilism of 1960s teenagers, nor the fashionable
weltschmerz of Coupland’s 1990s. Arguably, contemporary youth has
blended teens, tweens, twenty- and chirty-somethings into a single blob
of consumer credit and status anxiety, and these 'kidults’ or ‘adulces-
cents’ are complicit with creative and innovative forms of the mass cul-
ture industry as never before. One example of this is in the use of
mobile telephones, their appropriation and involvement in symbolic
innovation. Hence we can call them ‘Generation Text’, as Hammersley
(2005) does, rather than ‘Generation X'. Mobile phone use does lead to
symbolic and linguistic innovation, such as the commonly undetstood
forms of abbreviation of the ‘txt messg’, which has certainly eclipsed
email in terms of spontaneity and instantaneity of communication.
Frank Furedi (2003) offers other examples of a creeping infantilisation
of consumption, such as twenty-somethings watching Teletubbies, the
popularity of Sony’s PlayStations amongst twenty- and thirty-some-
thing professionals. Childish joys that are derived from childish toys
represent a form of nostalgia that is experienced at an earlier life stage
than before, and this nostalgia can easily be commodified. Some adver-
tisers in the US have coined another term, ‘Peterpandemonium’, and
explain: “People in their twenties and thirties are clamouring for com-
fort in putchases and products, and sensory experiences that remind
them of a happier, more innocent time — childhood” (in Furedi 2003).
One historical continuity between ‘Generation X' and the kidults of
‘Genetation Text’ is that the celebration of youth involves consumption
of key products that serve as markers of mutual belonging to a youthful,
vibrant and energetic culture. Kidules, however, comprise a large mar-
ket that involves age compression — everyone from 5 to 45 can enjoy
Teletubbies, Bagpuss, PlayStation games or Hello Kitty, but for different
reasons.

A PARTING SHOT

There is no clearly identifiable third way between the manipulation and
control of the consumer and the consumer’s own expression of freedom
and identity through consumption. There is no such neat resolution. In
part, we messily use and misuse the commodities that are within reach
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of our spheres of everydayness, sometimes being co-opted and com-
pelled, at other times consciously willing against it, according to our
level of awareness at the time. And so, in terms of our expetiences of
everydayness, the true promise of endless choice and the ability to freely
articulate who we are never quite materialises, remaining shadowy, elu-
sive. As soon as something is incorporated into an altered semiotic-
material system, and hence enters the realm of a different cultural
economy, the meaning is taken back, transformed again, and sold back
to us. What made us so confident in terms of giving a spin or articulac-
ing something of ourselves within a commodity is then taken away,
temporarily no longer ours. Until we step forward and reclaim it again.
A continual oscillation, one that we will see in particular with che eth-
nic appropriation of branded goods in Chapter 8.

Moving away from the descriptions of subcultures, we will pursue
some of these themes of the transformation of spaces in everyday life,
especially the spaces of consumption, in the next chapter. Something of
the mobility of individual and social identities has been suggested in
previous chapters. Here we have considered how post-war youth subcul-
rures have used and appropriated commodities as a way of negotiating
their cultural identities, both within the group and between groups. But
the history of youth culeures is not about fixity or enclosure. As we shall
see in the following chapter, not only do the commodities change, but so
do the subculeures and cthe populations that constitute them. Social
groups that are partly defined by consumption are not in fixity but in
flux, leading Maffesoli (1996) to argue that social groups are neo-tribal
in formation, meaning that they are often loose, mobile arrangements of
members, often centred around particular forms of consumption (see also
Muggleton’s notion of “post-subculeures” (2000), and edited volume
(2003)). We will see how this fluid identity of the individual and the
group translates not only into ways that commodities are used and
appropriated, but also the way that spaces of consumption - shopping
malls, department stores and the like — are used and appropriated.

NOTE

1 These issues will be raised in more detail in the final chapter, ‘Where
do we want to go today?’, on postmodern consumption.

MALLRATS AND CAR BOOTS
THE SPACES OF CONSUMPTION

Someday it may be possible to be born, go from preschool
through college, get a job, date, marry, have children ... get a
divorce, advance through a career or two, receive your medi-
cal care, even get arrested, tried and jailed; live a relatively full
life of culture and entertainment, and eventually die and be
given funeral rites without ever leaving a particular mall com-
plex — because every one of those possibilities now exists in
some shopping center somewhere.

{Kowinski 1985)

INTRODUCTION

We are aware historically how commodities have been intricately bound up
with self-identity and social identities, and how consumption can alter the
intended use or meaning of an object in order to articulate something else.
As we saw in the previous chapter, subcultures and social groups have
complex dialogic relations with objects that try simultaneously to resist
and modify the straightforward patterns of consumption that ate imposed
on us. Michel de Certeau has termed this “appropriation”. We have seen
how advertising and marketing respond to such resistance, aping, second-
guessing or even encouraging their own resistances as a marketing strategy,
with commodities such as jeans and trainers. Looking at youth consumption
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and subcultures in particular, we explored how consumers can be active
creators of meanings (savvy) rather than passive dupes (suckers) in terms of
using the imposed objects of mass production. The “art of using” such
objects (De Certeau 1984: 31), that is, the creative impetus behind con-
sumption, helps to articulate not only identity within a group but also the
differences between groups. Now we shift attention from the commodities
themselves to their spatial contexts.

The spaces of consumption include where commodities are sold and
consumed, from impromptu markets or souks to more purpose-buile
department stores, supermarkets, shopping centres or malls. This chap-
ter will concentrate mainly on department stores and shopping malls,
since there is an historical unfolding of one into the other which opens
up questions concerning the structure and use of such spaces. Malls in
particular have been characterised as homogeneous and identical spaces
across the world. Shopping malls, like theme parks, are held by some to
be symptomatic of the McDonaldization of society, as we saw in Chapter
3. As usual, we can problematise such ‘top-down’ theories by focusing
on the intricacies of the practices of everyday life, taking a ‘bottom-up’
approach that looks at how, exactly, these spaces are used, appropriated
and, if only temporarily, taken over. Just as in identity, such spaces are
subject to a dialectic of flux and fixity, at once given or imposed and
fluid and malleable.

The structure of this chapter is threefold, and connects with the
questions of cultural geography just raised. Firstly, “Histories of shop-
ping spaces’ looks at the development of those archetypal spaces of con-
sumption, department stores and shopping malls, through history. We
ask what this reveals about the way they are structured today and the
forces that have shaped them. Secondly, ‘Consumption spaces and every-
day life’ moves from historical considerations to ask how and where we
consume now, and the shifting identity of both consumers and the
spaces in which they consume. We also ask how spaces of consumption
help influence both what we do and the meanings of the products and
activities created. Thirdly, ‘Spaces of fake, fantasy and control’, particu-
larly in relation to big shopping malls, follows on from the last chapter
about the engineering of choice (sucker) or the creative arts of appropri-
ating mass-produced objects (savvy) to ask how we negotiate the disci-
pline and control that regulate our behaviour in such spaces, and to
what extent we establish ownership and identity within them. Again,
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we will argue chat there is a negotiation between these positions by the
users of these spaces, but that this involves temporal elements alongside
spatial ones.

Questions of culture and space

These questions are the concern of culcural geography, that branch of
human geography after the so-called ‘cultural turn’ (see e.g. Pile and
Thrift 1995; Crang 1998; Barnett 1998). Cultural geography examines
the spatial productions of such things as power, subjectivity, identity,
gender and ethnicity, and has paid increasing attention to theories of
everyday life and consumption. Implicit in cultural geography are sev-
eral notions, of which three are relevant to chis chaprer. Firstly, that cul-
ture is ordinary, about everyday life. We continually produce and
reproduce our culture through activities, some of which are reflective
and some unreflective, and this certainly applies to consumption.
Secondly, that it’s not just what we do, but where we do it, so that che
spatial contexts of cultural practices often help structure the activities
occurring within them. The design and planning of spaces of consump-
tion actually alter consumer behaviour, both intentionally and uninten-
tionally. And thirdly, the places in which everyday life occurs are
important. This point is crucial. The spaces which are given or imposed
on us, the shopping malls and supermarkets designed from architectural
blueprints, come to be places through the uses and activities of the peo-
ple within them. Just like the use of commodities, the use of a space
might significantly alter its intended meaning or purpose, and may
change over time. Shopping malls are famous f