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INTRODUCTION

Aim:

* To provide an interesting, topical and relevant course which meets the
demand for a reflective, comparative and critical approach to consump-
tion behaviour and the role played by marketing processes in relation to
it.

Topicality and relevance: To bring important contemporary concerns into the
marketing classroom. This is difficult moral terrain. With respect to issues
such as eating disorders or addiction, readers should be aware that this is an
academic text and not a prescriptive manual. It in no way seeks to equip the
reader as being competent to provide advice or guidance. If they or a friend
has a ‘problem’ they should bring this to the attention of a counsellor.

Comparative approach: The text seeks to achieve this in different ways in differ-
ent areas. For example:

* economic, psychological, social and anthropological approaches to
exchange are considered in Chapter 4;

* two different approaches to semiology/semiotics are discussed in Chapter
5

* biological, psychological and social explanations are discussed in relation
to identity formation, the body and eating disorders.

Critical approach: With a small ‘¢’ in adopting a questioning approach; with a
capital ‘C’ in introducing ideas from Critical Theory and beyond.

Critical discussion of marketing: This is a marketing text to the extent that it is
designed to fill the slot currently occupied by the ‘typical” consumer behav-
iour course. Marketing processes are central to any understanding of
consumer culture or consuming behaviour. This is a typical marketing text to
the extent that:

* it explores issues concerned with the construction and implementation of
marketing strategy;

* it is concerned to explore how marketers encode meaning into ads and
how consumers decode them,;

* it considers a number of topics which have appeared in major marketing
journals — for example issues concerned with exchange, community,
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identity and the body, which have appeared in the Journal of Consumer
Research and in other marketing journals in recent years.

The principal differences between this text and a typical consumer behaviour
text are twofold:

* This text is not intended as a guide for the manager who wishes to learn
how best to lure and capture customers. Instead it is intended as a guide
for the person who is interested in understanding the role played by
marketing, among other forces, in the creation and sustenance of
consumption contexts.

* The text does not seek to replicate the cognitive/psychological/theoretical
template employed in consumer behaviour texts. Because of its individu-
alist focus, the traditional approach tends to highlight internal cognitive
processes. As a result there is a tendency to reproduce the ‘social” as the
last layer of an onion where the section on internal psychological
processes (the hierarchy of effects and so on) represents the core. One
reason for not reproducing this is that existing texts deal with this subject
matter in such a consummate and comprehensive manner that there is no
point in seeking to reproduce that particular wheel. More importantly, by
focusing so heavily on such internal processes, other important issues
tend to be sidelined.

WHAT IS CONSUMPTION?

It is usual when describing a topic to turn first to its dictionary definition.
The definition of consumption, according to Collins Concise Plus Dictionary
(1989: 274), derives from the Latin consumere, which in English means: ‘1. To
eat or drink 2. To obsess 3. To use up or expend 4. To destroy or be destroyed
5. To waste 6. To waste away’. The various aspects of the definition indicate
that there are several points of view about consumption.

Different agencies focus on different aspect of the dictionary definition.
The ‘common sense’ view is reflected in the first aspect. The second aspect of
consumption as obsession is close to the position adopted by critics of
consumer society such as members of the Frankfurt School, who argue that
it produces narcissists who are obsessed with living up to an unrealizable
image. Some environmentalists are concerned by the extent to which
consumption destroys by using up irreplaceable resources; others are more
concerned by its production of waste, arguing that ‘consumption is toxic and
tragic, not magic’, and that consumption which has run out of control
provides the greatest single threat to ecology since whatever it was that
killed off the dinosaurs. Others liken the environmentalists to po-faced
prophets of doom, latter-day Malthusians and pessimists whose cries of ‘fire’
during the early 1970s came to nought. An entirely different argument
suggests that the anti-consumption lobby is selective, in arguing that the
Third World should abandon its aspirations to join the feast while those
already at the table should be allowed to stay. One might take instead the
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injunction of the UN Human Development Report, that the principle of
human development should be based on ‘a world where consumption is such
that we all have enough to eat, no child goes without education, no human
being is denied health-care and all people can develop their abilities to the
fullest extent’, to be beyond dispute. Such rhetoric might have gone down
well in the 1960s, but in the jaded twenty-first century it is more likely to be
seen as an extension of that philosophy of ‘public good works” which extends
the basics to the poor but which does not recognize that they want access to
the good things in life, not just the necessities. Others extend Marx’s idea that
consumption only really makes sense as the other side of production and that
in contemporary society the cycle of production—consumption will accelerate
to such a state that it will ultimately outdo not only itself, but all of those who
live under its spell. To clarify matters further, some ‘postmodernists’ argue
that consumption is itself a form of production, in that it constitutes consumer
identity. If despite the clarity of the above description you are still a little hazy,
it may help to know that some people have put a (rough) number on it: $25
trillion at the turn of the millennium. Anthony Giddens provides a useful
ready-reckoner which helps reduce numbers from the level of the incompre-
hensible to more human proportions. If a million dollars were presented in a
stack of hundred-dollar bills, that stack would be eight inches high. A billion
dollars — or a thousand million — would stand higher than St Paul’s cathedral
in London. A trillion dollars — a million million — would be over 120 miles
high, 20 times higher than Mount Everest (1999: 9/10). The text seeks to cover
several important themes, which are discussed briefly below.

THEMES

Community-society (Gemeinschaft-Gesellschaft)

This explores the proposition that traditional bonds of community are
progressively destroyed by the shift towards a more abstract and rational-
ized society, composed of unfulfilled, isolated and lonely individuals. This
theme is addressed to some extent or other in every chapter of this book. A
range of different arguments are advanced; from those such as Elias (Chapter
1), who holds the emergence of the self-controlled individual to have been
co-extensive with the civilizing process, to Pasi Falk (Chapter 7), who raises
this in relation to the decline of the primitive eating community. This is
discussed in Chapter 4 in relation to gift exchange, where counter-arguments
are advanced in the discussion case, featuring Muniz and O’Guinn, among
others.

Freedom vs determination

Three interrelated ideas are explored here. First is the extent to which
one can be ‘free’ of power. This is addressed principally in Chapter 3,
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where liberal, reformist, radical and disciplinary formulations of power
are discussed. There are key points of tension between liberal and some
radical views of power, which view the subject as unitary. Foucault’s
approach views liberal freedom as itself a construction which is infused
with power. The second formulation relates to the ‘nature-nurture’ debate
with respect to the extent to which the ‘self” and consumption practices are
produced by biological and cultural forces. Second is the extent to which
‘postmodern” consumers are free from social constraint. Within a social
perspective, Pierre Bourdieu, following Norbert Elias, argues that chang-
ing consumption practices are explicable as the result of differentiation
between groups, and that within groups there is remarkably little room for
choice. The equivalent psychological view would stress peer pressure —
the power of conformity. A different view suggests that the power of social
class is slipping, as witnessed by the process of ‘informalization” which is
spreading across the whole sphere of what counts as ‘manners’: in cloth-
ing, from formal wear to ‘casual Fridays’; in food, from formal meals to
snack ‘as-you-go” and a proliferation of self-imposed taste preferences and
restrictions ranging from vegetarians to fruitarians. Thus Zygmunt
Bauman argues that in the realm of consumption, people are more free
than in any other sphere and are confronted with the problems of living in
a risk society where they have the freedom and responsibility to create a
self-identity.

Marketing and consumption

There are several thematic elements which link marketing to issues
discussed in the text:

¢ In relation to the previous theme: marketing as the production of goods
(through branding) and the minimization of bads; and marketing as the
production of bads (via the destruction of community) and the minimiza-
tion of goods.

¢ The relations between marketing and the construction of identity through
branding. The reciprocal relation formed between marketers, consumers
and anti-consumers. How marketers encode meanings into brands which
are recirculated by consumers as commodity-identities. How ‘aberrant’
consumers fashion anti-brand identities which are recycled by marketers
into ‘anti-hero” or ‘rebel’ brand identities. Relevant Chapters are 5 (semi-
otics), 6 (identity) and 9 (brands).

Consumption and identity

Here we discuss relations between identity and consumption/anti-
consumption. Relevant Chapters are 5 (semiotics), 6 (identity), 7 (body-
image), 8 (eating disorders) and 9 (brand identity).
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AIM AND SCOPE OF THIS TEXT

The aim of this text is to enquire into the diverse set of meanings and prac-
tices which today constitute consumption, how these are implicated with
processes of power and how marketing activities are related to these. The
effect of all of this is to ‘de-centre’ the activities of marketers. The activities of
marketing managers are important to this text insofar as they can be said to
illuminate issues which are considered to be of central importance to people
in relation to their consuming behaviour.

Fortunately for the author, the issues raised above have been the concern
of some mainstream marketing interest. Issues relating to commodity and
gift exchange, the implications of the growth of consumer society for notions
of community, identity and the body, and conceptualizations of power in
marketing have been addressed in the top marketing journals. This text
represents a modest attempt to put some of these interesting developments
in perspective — maybe not as many as the author would have wished for,
but nonetheless a start.

OUTLINE OF CHAPTERS

Chapter 1 adopts an historical approach towards developing an explanation of
the origins of contemporary consumer societies and of the types of consumer
personality which populate these. Chapter 2 develops this historical theme by
considering the relation of consumption to the conception of time and space.
The chapter compares two different approaches to the ordering of space in
modernity: that of Weber via the rationalization of space, and that of Marx via
the annihilation of space through time. There then follows a discussion of the
possibility that in the postmodern world, time may being eaten by space.

Chapter 3 considers the complex subject of power. This is divided into two
principal sections — sovereign power and disciplinary power. As a lot has
been written with respect to the concept of sovereign power, this section is
divided into three sub-sections dealing with liberal, reformist and radical
views. The section on disciplinary power contrasts the views of Norbert
Elias, discussed in Chapter 1, with those of Michel Foucault.

Chapter 4 is divided into two related sections featuring the discussion of
consuming needs and values. Abraham Maslow’s theory of needs is re-eval-
uated here, following which there is a discussion of the issues surrounding
the debate about ‘true vs false” needs. The values related to consumption are
organized within the framework devised by Maurice Holbrook, after which
there is a general discussion of the meaning of value in contemporary
consumer society.

Chapter 5 is concerned with exploring a key theme of this text: what do
things mean to people? Here different theories and techniques used by those
who study the science of signs (known by some as semiology and others as
semiotics) are described and illustrated in order to seek to answer this question.
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Chapter 6 considers different theories which purport to explain the signif-
icance of identity in contemporary consumer societies, seeking answers to
questions such as ‘why is identity important?” and ‘how can processes of
identity formation be understood?” A number of theories are compared and
contrasted in order to address this last question. In many respects, Chapter 6
is pivotal as Chapters 7 to 9 can all be read from the point of view of identity.
While these chapters introduce new material, they can also act to provide a
means for illustrating and testing the theories outlined in the first six chap-
ters. Chapter 7 takes consumption and the body as its topic, an important
area which has tended to be marginalized in academic discourse until
comparatively recently. Chapter 8 considers the more specialized and trou-
bling area of eating disorders in seeking to contrast social, psychoanalytic
and biological explanations. Chapter 9 considers the topic of brand identity.
Finally, Chapter 10 takes the challenging subject of addiction as its topic.

ANTICIPATING SOME QUESTIONS

Why bother with Freud?

Given that most traditional marketing texts have more or less discarded
Freudian theory, why the emphasis on Freud? While recognizing that many
of Freud’s original ideas have been superseded, here are my reasons for
including this:

* Freud’s work via adaptations by Lacan and Althusser among others,
provides the basis for an ideological critique of marketing and for the
development of poststructuralism and postmodern theory.

* Marketing academics continue to draw selectively on neo-Freudian
theory, for example through citing the work of Erikson, among others, in
seeking to explain the formation of consumer identity.

¢ Freudian discourse (unconscious, repression etc.) is still commonly used
among ‘ordinary’ people.

Why bother with the Greimas boxes?

These are used (in Chapters 2, 6 and 9) to address aspects of consuming iden-
tity. The intention is to provide a template for discussion of this complex
topic and also to help sew the text together by addressing the same issue in
slightly different ways in the different chapters.

A partial text

An almost inevitable feature of a general text is that it is difficult to do justice
to the complexity and variety of an author’s work. In constructing the text,
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some difficult choices had to be made. For example with respect to the work
of Lacan, one major omission concerns feminist theories which seek to build
upon and/ or reject the Lacanian view of the position of women in relation to
the symbolic. This partiality holds true for all the authors discussed in this
text. The intention is not to provide an exhaustive account and critique of the
work of each author, but rather a reading of some of their key ideas as the
basis for comparison with others. The obvious danger is that the complexity
and subtlety of the original is effaced. Taken to its extreme, such a ‘compar-
ative’ approach can reach the ‘friction-free’ status described by Ritzer as a
form of theoretical ‘McDonaldization’. While this presents an obvious
danger, the intention is that the text should open a territory which some,
particularly in marketing, may have been loath to explore because they have
had few maps. The ultimate intention is that the reader can throw this map
away and construct his or her own. In other words, it is hoped that rather
than being a device to close meaning down, the text will stimulate readers to
engage with original works and to gain some critical insight into the partial
position adopted here.

READING GUIDE

In this text, a number of references will be made to periods in European
history, such as the Middle Ages, the Renaissance and the Enlightenment,
and to a form of periodization which splits European history into premod-
ern, modern and postmodern periods. As such terms are often used inter-
changeably by authors with few references to dates, the crude scheme below
provides some form of guide (see Figure I.1). Generally what is referred to as
the ‘Middle Ages’ relates to the time between the decline of the Roman
Empire in Europe, which took place over a period from the third to the
eighth century AD, and the Italian Renaissance which took place in the four-
teenth century. The European Enlightenment took place during the eigh-
teenth century. Several authors link such developments to a form of

Pre-Industrial Industrial Post-Industrial
Premodern Modern Postmodern
Middle Ages Renaissance Enlightenment Liquid modernity
AD 200-1300 AD 1300-1500 AD 1700 1900 AD 1970
* * * * * % * * * %
# #
$

Figure 1.1 Scheme for periods of European History (* = Reuben
Fine/Norbert Elias; # = Stuart Ewen; $ = Michel Maffesoli)
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periodization which moves from communal to premodern, modern and
most recently postmodern societies. What is meant by ‘modern’? According
to the authors of the European Values Survey (Ester, 1994), modernization
‘refers to the independent fundamental changes in the economic, technolog-
ical, socio-cultural and political domain which took place after the (eigh-
teenth century) events of the French Revolution and the Industrial
Revolution in England’. Such changes had consequences for the entire orga-
nization of European society, involving profound alterations: in the conduct
of economic affairs, including those activities involved in production,
exchange and consumption and the technologies used to drive these; in the
organization of the social sphere, including the irruption of a new mecha-
nism of power based on surveillance; and even, as we shall see in Chapter 2,
in the organization of space and of time, with the introduction of new social
spaces together with the political space of ‘citizenship’. The term ‘premod-
ern’ loosely corresponds to that period of history prior to the Enlightenment
of the eighteenth century, although processes of modernization were under-
way well before this. The ‘modern” period is from the eighteenth century
onwards. Authors differ with respect to the beginnings of the postmodern
period. In any case, as we shall see, this is a controversial term. David
Harvey (1989) reckons the beginning of postmodernism to be at the time of
the 1970s.

The legend to Figure 1.1 refers to authors who are covered in Chapter 1
and the periods which they have considered.
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1.1

CONSUMING TALES

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

* To address the question of the extent to which current conceptions of
consumer society are unprecedented

* To situate discussion of current consumption practices within differ-
ent historical narratives

* To build an awareness that narratives involving ‘real’ historical
changes do not unfold neatly in linear and orderly sequences

¢ To introduce the reader to accounts of the rise of consumer societies
in Europe and in the USA

* To acquaint the reader with contemporary debates surrounding the
state of postmodernism

INTRODUCTION

This chapter is divided into five parts. Following an introductory section
which considers what consumption is and how it has been conceptualized
by academics from a variety of disciplines, the aims and rationale of the
module are outlined. The second part of the chapter contains brief descrip-
tions of the contents of the module. Part three traces the growing importance
of consumption in people’s lives, asking questions such as: Did this happen
suddenly or has this been the result of a more sudden transition? This ques-
tion is addressed first by considering two stories of the development of
consumer society in Europe and the USA. The first story is fashioned after
the argument put forward by Grant McCracken who discusses the rise of a
consumer society involving sixteenth-century English nobility and who
traces subsequent more inclusive developments in France and Britain in later
centuries. The second story is drawn from the work of Stuart Ewen and is
based on the emerging consumer society of the USA in the 1920s. This is
followed by a brief comparison of the similarities and differences between
the two stories. In the fourth part the discussion is expanded to take into
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account the work of Norbert Elias and of Pasi Falk. Elias’s work is important
for two reasons: first, because it provides another place from which to view
the particular characteristics of the modern self; second, because it forms a
benchmark for comparison with other theories. While Norbert Elias focuses
on the changing role of manners in the civilization process, Falk explicitly
places consumption at the centre of his explanation. The final part of the
chapter is devoted to a brief discussion of the ideas of Michel Maffesoli who,
along with many others, asserts that Western society has changed funda-
mentally in recent years and that we are living in a new form of society —in
the postmodern age.

TWO TALES OF CONSUMPTION

Is the phenomenon of consumer society a recent irruption in the lives of
billions of people or can this be traced as part of a more continuous devel-
opment through the ages of human existence? These questions are consid-
ered in the following stories which explore the roots of today’s global
consumer society.

Several authors note that the idea of a consumer society is not new, but
that our current consumer society is part of a more or less continuous devel-
opment which has spanned centuries. For example Mukerji (1983) discusses
the emergence of a form of consumer society in sixteenth-century Europe. In
order to explore the role of consumption in everyday life, it is useful to
consider the historical significance of another term, narcissism, which has a
similar provenance to that of consumption. For example Reuben Fine (1986)
asks of narcissism (self-love) whether this is a new phenomenon to describe
the ‘me’ generation or whether narcissism has developed as a concept
through the ages? Fine explores the reasons why the term ‘narcissism’ is
generally used pejoratively as a term of opprobrium in contemporary
culture, by exploring its use in its original context, in ancient Greece. His
investigations led him to conclude that narcissism could not be tolerated in
ancient Greece because it expressed an extreme form of individualism which
conflicted with the demands of the State for docile and obedient citizens.
From this view any form of self-involvement such as narcissism (or its oppo-
site as expressed in self-hatred) is considered to be inimical with respect to
the maintenance of social order. Fine notes that while a succession of rulers
from the Roman emperor Nero onwards used the word ‘narcissistic” as a
means of labelling those who were enemies of the State, they could be and
were as narcissistic as they liked in terms of their own lifestyles. However
Fine charts a progression of events by which the narcissism of the ruling class
has been supplanted by that of the common man. He suggests that this has
been so since the nineteenth century.

‘Today we call it the sense of identity, or self-image. It resulted from the over-
throw of absolutism and the recognition of the significance of the individual’
[1986: 22]
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To my mind there are important links between narcissism and consumption.
For example one explanation of narcissism is as a form of consumption of the
self by its image. Like narcissism, consumption is often referred to pejora-
tively through terms such as excess, self-indulgence, hedonism and deca-
dence. The recent rise of consumer society in Europe during the 1950s and
1960s was also regarded pejoratively by many social commentators as a form
of decadence which would destroy all civilized values. Modern consumers
are narcissists to the extent that consumption is regarded as a frivolous indi-
vidual activity opposed to the solidarity which is created through ‘honest’
work. In addition, the typical consumer is thought of as an individual who
achieves a form of identity through consumption. Of course narcissism and
consumption are equal partners at the feast, as the lavish displays of
opulence and self-indulgence from the time of Nero to that of the ‘Sun King’,
Louis XV of France, attest.

1.2.1 Tale 1: Consumption in Europe - from the Middle Ages to the
eighteenth century

For many generations it was only those who ruled who could enjoy the fruits
of consumption. For example when Grant McCracken (1990) discusses the
spectacular ‘consumer boom’ which took place in sixteenth-century
England, this ‘boom” included at most a few thousand people. The ‘boom’
was instigated and perpetuated by Queen Elizabeth I of England as a means
of subjugating her nobility and aggrandizing herself. As McCracken
observes:

‘In the last quarter of the sixteenth century, a spectacular consumer boom
occurred. The noblemen of Elizabethan England began to spend with a new
enthusiasm, on a new scale. In the process they dramatically transformed their
world of goods and the nature of Western consumption. They rebuilt their coun-
try seats to a new and grander standard, and they began to assume the additional
expense of a London residence. They changed their patterns of hospitality as well,
vastly accelerating its ceremonial character and costs. Elizabethan noblemen
entertained one another, their subordinates, and occasionally their monarch at
ruinous expense.’ [1990: 11]

According to McCracken this ruinous round of expenditure changed the
nature of the Elizabethan family and locality. Prior to this, the noble was
considered to be the caretaker or curator of the family. As such, he was
expected to purchase items corporately with the long-term interests of the
family in mind. The prime consideration in buying goods was thus for their
patina, that quality which indicated that what was purchased would not
only last, but would become increasingly valuable in creating honour and
respect for succeeding generations. Much of the expenditure of a nobleman
was spent locally, to the benefit of the local community. McCracken argues
that the pattern of value surrounding this corporate, generational expendi-
ture was destroyed by the fierce social competition of the Elizabethan era. In
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the face of such competition the value of “patina’ or the worth of goods for
succeeding generations was forgotten and replaced by the idea of ‘fashion’,
or the demand for novelty. Second, the local character of expenditure was
replaced as the nobles sought to better one another through ostentatious
displays in London, to the detriment of local communities. Third, as the
result of this explosion of consumption, nobles developed tastes that were
quite different from those of their subordinates. McCracken suggests that
these changes resulted in a move away from family consumption to individ-
ual consumption, from generational value to fashion, and a dissolution of the
close social relations between nobles and local communities. He notes that
this shift had particular effects:

‘Noblemen now looked to a pan-European level of consumption, while their
subordinates looked on with astonishment at their new tastes and excesses.
Sometimes disdainful of superordinate consumption, subordinates nevertheless
followed this behaviour with care. Thus were they primed for a round of
consumer excess that would begin a century later.” [1990: 16]

The next major wave of consumption which came in the eighteenth century
was a product of the explosive growth of markets in both time and space.
This consumer revolution was the ‘missing half” of the Industrial Revolution.
While most commentators focused on the huge changes in production
during this period, these changes could not have come about without a
commensurate change in tastes and preferences. As McCracken notes, this
time the ‘subordinate classes, which in the sixteenth century could only
watch in horrified fascination as the nobility cultivated a new scale and new
tastes in their consumption, could now become participants in this consump-
tion” (1990: 17). It was during this period that enterprising industrialists such
as Josiah Wedgwood took advantage of the increasingly emulative character
of consumption, whereby the subordinate classes seek to imitate the super-
ordinate classes. Wedgwood sought to infiltrate his goods into the lifestyles
of the upper classes in the hope that the demand for these would thereby
trickle down to the lower classes. This was a time when the world of goods
expanded dramatically to include new opportunities for the purchase of
furniture, pottery, silver, cutlery, gardens, pets and fabric in addition to the
frequency with which goods were bought. By this time the purchase for the
self instead of for the family was well established, as was the growth of obso-
lescence through fashion change. McCracken notes that the intensity of
consumption was raised to such a pitch in the eighteenth century, that some
observers claimed an ‘epidemical madness’ had taken hold of England (1990:
17). This was also a time for the development of marketing devices such as
fashion plates, fashion magazines and the fashion doll.

McCracken claims that in contrast to the eighteenth century, there was no
consumer boom in the nineteenth, but rather that by then the transformation
which had begun in the sixteenth century had become a social fact, so that by
the nineteenth century consumption and society were inextricably linked in
a process of continual change. Developments such as the department store
and the emergence of new consumer ‘lifestyles” were major features of this
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period. Turning to discuss the development of consumption in nineteenth-
century (postrevolutionary) France, McCracken notes that even ‘though the
nobles were supposedly banished during the Revolutionary period, their
way of life lived on, as it was aspired to by the bourgeoisie’. During this
period other lifestyles emerged to challenge this style. One such lifestyle was
that of the ‘dandy’, which was promoted by Beau Brummel, who sought to
create a new elite on ‘good taste’, rather than ‘breeding’.

1.2.2 Tale 2: US consumption in the 1920s

In contrast to the previous story, this story is based on developments in the
USA during the 1920s. Stuart Ewen studied the role played by modern
advertising in the construction of mass consumption in the USA during the
1920s. The name which he gives to the rise of mass consumption is
consumerism:

‘Consumerism, the mass participation in the values of the mass-industrial market,
thus emerged in the 1920s not as a smooth progression from earlier and less
“developed” patterns of consumption, but rather as an aggressive device of
corporate survival.’ [1976: 54]

Ewen does not share in the idea of the smooth development of patterns of
consumption described above by McCracken. Instead the creation of a mass
consumer culture is explained as being part of an ongoing development of
social control. This began in the early stages of industrial development, at
the beginning of the nineteenth century in the field of production, when
labourers became subjected to new disciplines, including the observance of
the mechanical ‘clock time” of the factory and the machine-like character of
the assembly line. This reached its heights in the mass production assembly-
line processes developed by the Ford motor company, and the universaliza-
tion of such practices in what Ewen calls the ‘Fordizing’ of American
industry. However such controls invited powerful and potentially revolu-
tionary forms of worker resistance. As a consequence of this resistance,
management introduced new and softer forms of control, including welfare
programmes, industrial democracy and community-based initiatives. Such
developments also helped forestall a looming crisis of overproduction by
creating the means for newly affluent workers to participate as equals in the
‘democracy’ of the marketplace. The invitation to workers to partake in the
‘freedom’ of the marketplace removed the potential threat of worker revolu-
tion by distracting workers’ attention from the stultifying and monotonous
conditions of the workplace and onto the anxieties and opportunities offered
by the construction of a ‘self” in the marketplace. Ewen notes that workers
were not passive but actively demanded access to the new world of goods, a
demand which was in perfect accord with the requirements of capital.
Ewen argues that some businessmen spotted in the marketplace an oppor-
tunity for extending the relatively narrow range of control in the workplace,
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to control over the entire social realm by becoming captains of conscious-
ness through mass advertising. He argues that modern advertising must be
seen as a direct response to the needs of mass industrial capitalism. By trans-
forming the notion of (the working) ‘class” into (the consuming) ‘mass’, busi-
ness hoped to create an ‘individual’ who could locate his needs and
frustrations in terms of the consumption of goods rather than the quality and
content of his life (work). Advertising became the means for efficiently creat-
ing consumers and as a way of homogeneously controlling the consumption
of the product. In creating consumers, the admen welcomed the work of
psychologists such as Floyd Henry Allport (see note i). Allport contributed
not only the notion of attitude to consumer behaviour, but also theorized
consumer identity as the ‘social self’. The idea of the social self may be
summed up in his saying that; ‘our consciousness of ourselves is largely a
reflection of the consciousness which others have of us . . . My idea of myself
is rather my own idea of my neighbour’s view of me’ (see note ii). According
to Ewen, this view of the self as being ‘the object of continual and harsh
social scrutiny” was to form the basis for much of the advertising from the
1920s onwards. The shift to a focus away from the functional characteristics
of the product and onto the anxieties of the ‘social’ self of the consumer is
extremely important in understanding advertising’s role in getting people to
consume and keeping them consuming. As an antidote to the guilt of the
social self, advertising offered up a commodity self which presented a ready-
made solution to each of the problem zones identified:

‘Each portion of the body was to be viewed critically, as a potential bauble in a
successful assemblage. Woodbury’s soap was offered as a perfect treatment for
the “newly important face of Smart Today”; another product promised to keep
teeth white: “a flashing smile is worth more than a good sized bank account, It
wins friends.” After she has used Caro Cocoanut Oil Shampoo, a dashing gentle-
man informs the lady, “I'm crazy about your hair. It's the most beautiful of any
here tonight”.’ [1976: 471].

Ewen describes how advertising was used in the USA as a form of ‘civiliz-
ing’ influence, particularly with respect to immigrant groups. It promoted
new values based on the use of consumer goods as a means for expressing a
unique ‘American’ identity, based on the ‘facts of the marketplace’, while
simultaneously discouraging traditional values and lifestyles. For example
the advertising agency Louis N. Hammerling played a leading role in selling
advertising to the foreign language immigrant press which it also compro-
mised by forcing editors to accept unpaid editorial and news material push-
ing ‘American’ values, as well as ads. The traditional homespun practices of
immigrant women which used few resources were especially targeted as
being ‘UnAmerican’.

With the advent of consumer society, Ewen argues that the very idea of the
family became modelled according to the demands of business. This
involved a shift from a tight-knit, collective and largely self-reliant group, to
a ‘loosely articulated group” which was more a collection of individuals than
a consuming unit. Advertising also affected roles within the family; for
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example in elevating women to the status of “purchasing managers’ for the
household, men’s role was divested of all social authority, except insofar as
their wages underwrote family consumption. However, in pushing
consumer goods into the home, advertisers were aware that the traditional
role of women had to be subverted. For example bread-making in the home
was seen as the greatest impediment to progress confronted by the biscuit
industry. Looking at the 1920s, Ewen argues that the feminist demand for
freedom and equality for women was appropriated into the jargon of
consumerism. Advertisers cleverly traded off women’s aspirations for more
freedom by linking this concept with the desire for and use of consumer
goods. The public relations genius Edward Bernays devised a cunning
campaign which joined commodities to women'’s liberation by focusing on
the rights of women to smoke in public. The campaign itself featured women
who took direct action by smoking in public. Campaign publicity indicated
that in this context cigarettes were ‘torches of freedom’ for women who
demanded the right to smoke in public. Consumer goods were also
promoted as being time-saving devices which would free women from
household drudgery. However advertisers were also careful to point out that
although women were powerful in buying, they must play a secondary role
to men, in the position of quartermaster rather than as general of the mutual
organization that was marriage (see note iii). According to Ewen it was clear
that the directive power behind this was really industry and that the woman
was little more than a factory operative or, as Christine Frederick put it, ‘the
woman is no longer a cook, she is a can-opener.” Additionally advertising
idealized youth. The important productive role of youth, coupled with the
pleasure-seeking conception of youth, called for the child as a representative
of a desirable reality. Advertising was also targeted directly at children.
Where ads were not directly targeted at the young, they often spoke for the
young against parental values. Non-consuming parents were chided as not
properly looking after their offspring — promotion of the general attitude that
‘youth” was a good thing, of ‘filiarchy’, rule by the young. Ewen reads into
this the creation of youth as an industrial ideal, destructive of patriarchal
authority. Corporations which demanded youth now sold it through their
products; youth became a commodity.

1.2.3 Discussion of the two tales

The above two tales of consumption diverge in certain important respects.
Most obviously they site their narratives in different places and periods. A
more important distinction is that the first tale describes the rise of consump-
tion as a centuries-old process whereby different groups become gradually
incorporated into consumption at each successive stage of development. To
begin with, this includes only the richest nobles; two centuries later we can
speak of the consummatory emancipation of the lower’ classes (who were
still extremely rich). To this extent we might consider Stuart Ewen’s account
of the development of consumer society in the USA in the 1920s as another
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logical phase in the spread of the ‘good life’, or as Reuben Fine would put it
as part of the narcissism of the common man’, which came later to other
countries (for example to the UK in the early 1950s; Ireland in the late 1950s),
while others are still waiting at the door. On the other hand in describing the
sudden onset of consumerism in the 1920s, Ewen considers this to be a
rupture or sharp break with what came before.

Both stories discuss the onset of consumer society as being largely coer-
cive in nature. For example in the first story, McCracken discusses how
Elizabeth I found the stimulation of a ruinous competitive consumption
among her nobles to be a highly effective means for controlling them.
Anyone who did not spend huge amounts in impressing others faced social
oblivion. Ewen also talks of the creation of an arena of consumption as a
means for one class (capitalists) to control another class (workers) by
displacing attention from exploitation at work towards the satisfactions that
could be gained in the marketplace. The captains of industry thus became
captains of consciousness, to the extent that advertising was employed
simultaneously as a device to focus attention on how commodities could
help armour the self against social criticism and in derogating any form of
traditional practice that militated against the use of commodities in the
marketplace. In this sense Ewen places much more power in the hands of
marketers, who seem to be able to mould and to influence consumers, than
does McCracken.

Both stories differ with respect to their moral content. The first tale regards
consumption cautiously but generally as a ‘good thing’, as something which,
by increasing the power of the individual, in parallel with the rise of democ-
racy, liberates the ‘common man’ from the constricting demands of commu-
nities and the arbitrary power of despots. On the other hand the second tale
promotes the view that consumerism represents a false system of values,
which strips people away from their traditional communities. This is sanc-
tioned in the interests of the powerful and insinuated into the minds of
consumers by the consciousness industry, which centres on the endless
creation and recreation of the ‘social self’; a self, which plagued by uncer-
tainty and self-doubt, turns increasingly to the world of commodities for
(never to be reached) solace and fulfilment.

Despite their differences, both stories agree on certain points. One is the
growing significance of consumption in the lives of more people over time.
Second, both agree that consumption is linked to individualization. For
example, in the first tale, we are told that as the result of highly competitive
consumption, the Elizabethan noble begins to detach himself from the tight
circle of obligations that bound him to his family, where his duty lay in
contributing to the “patina’ of the family, and to his community, as the ulti-
mate source of his honour. Ewen talks of the ways in which the family
became moulded to the demands of industry, how people came to be
addressed as and to think of themselves primarily as individuals.

Both stories illuminate certain aspects of the consumption experience
which will become central aspects of this text, involving how terms such
as ‘community’, ‘individualism’, ‘fulfilment’ and ‘doubt’ relate to
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consumption. However these stories are lacking in several important
respects, which are addressed in the next section where more accounts of
consumption are told.

Taken together the two stories above describe the development of
consumer societies through distinct historical periods in particular societies.
In the first story we discussed an early form of consumer society which was
restricted to the queen and her nobles in sixteenth-century England; there
then followed a new period in the eighteenth century, which involved a
greater number of people. However it was not until much later, during the
late 1950s and early 1960s, that commentators began to mention that England
was becoming a mass consumer society. While the US consumer society orig-
inated much later than in England, it developed faster to the extent that the
development of mass consumer culture in England was partly brought about
as the result of the importation of styled mass-produced products from Italy
and the USA.

The important point to note from the above is that the development of the
consumer society unfolds within distinct periods of time. The first phase is
during the rise of the feudal monarchy; a second takes place in some
European countries at the time of the Industrial Revolution; much more
recently there is the development of the mass consumer society as a primary
mode of economic and social organization around the world. Now it is time
to consider the development of consumer society within a broader scheme
which covers the unfolding process of civilization itself. The following
discussion focuses mainly on the development of European society from the
Middle Ages to the Enlightenment.

NORBERT ELIAS: THE CIVILIZING PROCESS

Norbert Elias sought to explore the origins of the modes of behaviour which
are now considered to be typical of modern Western civilization (see note iv).
Elias was influenced by the work of Freud to the extent that he uses terms
such as ‘id’, ‘ego” and ‘superego’ in discussing the civilizing process. He was
also interested in considering how these features of the human psyche devel-
oped and changed as society itself, as bound by the relationships between
people, changed. To put this more formally, his investigation required the
study of psychogenetic processes (involving the structure of personality;
how for example the partition between id, ego, and superego is formed over
time), within the context of a sociogenetic explanation (involving changes to
the structure of society over time). For Elias one cannot understand the
psychological makeup of the individual independently of the sociogenesis of
his or her ‘civilization’.

Elias’s (1994) research is organized into two major works, The History of
Manners and State Formation and Civilization. In these books, Elias traces
developments in European history from the decline of the Roman empire
and the resurgence of tribal societies between the third and the eighth
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centuries, to the very gradual consolidation of society by means of feudal
court systems of the sixteenth century and later the court systems of the
absolute monarchs of the eighteenth century. While Elias did find a pattern
in the development of civilized behaviour, this was uneven, slow and char-
acterized by constant reversals. For example he found that modes of
conduct which were characteristic of tenth-century France were still to be
found in isolated areas at the time of the French Revolution, which took
place early in the nineteenth century. To sum up this change, Elias contends
that passions that were impulsively and often violently expressed in earlier
times became subject to constraint by being internally contained in later
times. The basis for social order changed from the exercise of external
violence to that of internal self-discipline conditioned by feelings of shame
at one’s own conduct and embarrassment at the conduct of others; the
nature of conflict itself changed from external conflict with others to conflict
within the human psyche. Furthermore, the social perception of the body
and the expression of bodily functions changed fundamentally as part of
this slow transition.

From the above it is apparent that the system of relations which existed
between people in the Middle Ages was quite different from that which
operates today. The example of road traffic described below illustrates the
central points of the transition from a “primitive’ to a ‘civilized” society in
Europe (see note v):

‘One should think of the country roads of a simple warrior society with a barter
economy, uneven, unmetalled, exposed to damage from wind and rain. With few
exceptions, there is very little traffic; the main danger here which man represents
for other men is an attack by soldiers or thieves. When people look around them,
scanning the trees and hills or the road itself, they do so primarily because they
must be prepared for armed attack, and only secondarily because they have to
avoid collision. Life on the main roads of this society demands a constant readi-
ness to fight, and free play of the emotions in defence of one’s life or possessions
from physical attack. Traffic on the main roads of a big city in a complex society
of our time demands a quite different moulding of the psychological apparatus.
Here the danger of physical attack is minimal. Cars are rushing in all directions;
pedestrians and cyclists are trying to thread their way through the mélée of cars;
policemen stand at the main crossroads to regulate the traffic with varying
success. But this external control is founded on the assumption that every indi-
vidual is himself regulating his behaviour with the utmost exactitude in accor-
dance with the necessities of this network. The chief danger that people here
represent for others results from someone in this bustle losing his self-control. A
constant and highly differentiated regulation of one’s own behaviour is needed
for the individual to steer his way through the traffic. If the strain of such constant
self-control becomes too much for an individual, this is enough to put himself and
others in mortal danger.’ [1994: 446]

The above quote illustrates the complex set of changes which have taken
place in society; they characterize a shift from an orientation towards the
external world which is fearful and violent to one which is controlled by the
‘self-steering” individual.

10
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1.3.1 Life in the Middle Ages

People living in the tenth century lived with the awareness of constant
danger from both human and natural enemies. Aggressiveness was openly
prized. War was the normal state of affairs for most of the population which
was organized into groups of armed bands; it occurred at many different
levels, from large-scale warfare to family feuds and vendettas. Warriors took
great pleasure in killing and in torturing others, which was a socially permit-
ted pleasure. As prisoners were regarded as a drain on resources in times
when food was scarce, they were either killed or sent back home so mutilated
that they could no longer go to war or work. With a few exceptions of those
women who chose to emulate men, the role of women was difficult in this
warrior society; women were regarded as the property of the warrior class,
useful for procreation and enjoyment but little else. In contrast in modern
‘civilized’ societies, the control of force is centralized in the hands of the
State; consequently, the use of physical violence by individual citizens is
regarded as being unacceptable. Instead, individuals must control and regu-
late those emotions which found free expression by people who lived in the
tenth century.

By today’s standards of conditioning, many of the relationships and prac-
tices of medieval times would appear to be embarrassing or at least unat-
tractive to the more modern sensibility. To illustrate this point, Elias quotes
from the Diversoria (1523) where the scholar Erasmus describes a scene in a
typical German inn of the time where some eighty or ninety people from all
kinds of social positions are seated together:

‘Garlic smells and other bad odours arise. People spit everywhere. Someone is
cleaning his boots on the table. Then the meal is brought in. Everyone dips his
bread in the general dish, bites the bread, and dips it in again. The place is dirty
and the wine is bad. And if one asks for a better wine, the innkeeper replies: I have
put up enough nobles and counts. If it does not suit you, look for other quarters.
The stranger to the country has a particularly difficult time. The others stare at
him fixedly as if he were a fabulous animal from Africa. Moreover, these people

acknowledge as human beings only the nobles of their own country.
The room is overheated; everyone is sweating and steaming and wiping
himself. There are doubtless many among them who have some hidden disease.’
[1994: 57 /8]

Many diseases were not so hidden. Most people were infested with lice and
frequently passed worms, some through the ears and eyes as well as through
the more traditional routes. The most appalling disabilities were also openly
displayed. During the Middle Ages people lived in and for the present and
expressed their emotions spontaneously; everything was out in the open;
people publicly practised and spoke of activities such as urinating, farting,
defecating or sexual encounters; legitimate and illegitimate children were
raised together, with no hint of secrecy or shame. Elias reminds us that in
addition to aggression and brutality there was much gaiety and joy during
this period which was characterized by an intensity, openness and lack of

1
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1.3.2

1.3.3

constraint of human behaviour that most modern ‘civilized” people today
would find shocking.

The transition

Elias notes that much of what was considered to be normal and to cause
pleasure during the period from the tenth to the sixteenth century would
cause revulsion today. He seeks to explain why in contrast to this, citizens are
nowadays expected to show a very high degree of self-control. The sponta-
neous outpouring of emotions characteristic of the Middle Ages has been
suppressed and as a result a wall has been built between one body and
another so that people nowadays avoid contact with the mere approach of
something which has been in contact with the mouth or hands of someone
else, and are embarrassed at the mere sight of the bodily functions of others
or even of their mention and feel shame when our own bodily functions are
exposed to the gaze of others. How did this happen?

Development of ‘court’ society

In his research Elias found that the change in what he calls ‘drive-control’
(as represented by the control of the id by the ego under the influence of the
superego) conduct is very closely related to the growing interweaving and
interdependence of people over the ages. During the tenth century the vast
majority of the population still lived in localities defined by independent
tribal bands, which later shaped themselves into feudal and manorial units.
The economy was based largely on barter; money was mistrusted and was
solely used as a form of commerce with outsiders, who were generally
viewed with suspicion. There was little mixing between different classes;
the warrior elite generally held the impoverished peasantry in contempt.
However, towards the end of the Middle Ages, during the eleventh and
twelfth centuries, new forms of consolidation emerged as some warriors
gradually gained predominance over others across a more extended area.
The residences or ‘courts’ of these new rulers became a focus for the concen-
tration of armed forces, for a new band of administrators (the forerunners of
the bourgeois class) and also became the homes of musicians and other
entertainers who could attest to the prestige of the ruler. The development
of the courts, which required a degree of interdependence between different
groups of people, led to the demand for greater restraint of emotions and
the exercise of foresight in exploring the consequences of actions. Elias says
that:

‘Here, for the first time in secular society, a large number of people, including men,
lived together in constant close contact in a hierarchical structure, under the eyes
of the central person, the territorial lord. This fact alone enforced a certain restraint
on all dependants. An abundance of unwarlike administrative and clerical work
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had to be done. All this created a somewhat more peaceful atmosphere. As
happens whenever men renounce physical violence, the social importance of
women increased.’ [1994: 326]

Within the strictly hierarchical and restricted court circle, and encouraged
above all by the presence of the lady, who was the wife of the lord or ruler,
more peaceful forms of conduct become obligatory. While knights or trouba-
dors (musicians) could act with brutal violence towards their own wives, or
women of lower rank, they were expected to act delicately with respect to
those above them in rank, and particularly with respect to the lady of the
territorial lord. The demand for stricter control of impulses and emotions
was thus first imposed by those of high rank on their social inferiors. To
begin with, restraint on the expression of desires was imposed only when in
the company of others. For example one author admonishes people not to
pare their nails or fall asleep or expose themselves by not being properly
attired ‘except among people before whom one is not ashamed” (1994: 114).
First it becomes a distasteful offence to show oneself exposed before those of
higher or equal rank. With inferiors such behaviour could be seen to be a sign
of benevolence. Over many centuries as society became more equal, so such
behaviour came to be seen to cause general offence.

Elias notes that the development of the court as a centre for the concen-
tration of armed force and as an administrative and commercial centre bene-
fited some rulers more than others and in particular the king. The courts
were at the centre of a money economy which grew primarily as the result of
taxation but also with respect to the need to buy things which could not be
produced locally. This increased the relative power of the king over other
nobles as other high lords or chieftains of the time were paid either in barter
or in fixed rents while the king’s taxes were paid in monetary form. With the
increased power of the king or queen, more of the nobility were forced to rely
on his or her financial support and so the court of the king grew larger. In
this process a very important development took place whereby these nobles
were transformed from being a class of knights to being a class of courtiers.
Elias sums up the process in the quote below:

‘The closer the web of interdependence becomes in which the individual is
enmeshed with the advancing division of functions, the larger the social spaces
over which this network extends and which become integrated into functional
or institutional units — the more threatened is the social existence of the indi-
vidual who gives way to spontaneous impulses and emotions, the greater is the
social advantage of those able to moderate their affects', and the more strongly
is each individual from an early age to take account of the effects of his own or
other people’s actions on a whole series of links in the social chain. The moder-
ation of spontaneous emotions, the tempering of affects, the extension of mental
space beyond the moment into past and future, the habit of connecting events in
terms of chains of cause and effect — all these are different aspects of the same
transformation of conduct which necessarily takes place as the result of the

1 Affect: another word to describe ‘emotion’.
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monopolization of physical violence, and the lengthening of the chains of social
action and interdependence. It is a “civilizing” change in behaviour.” [1994: 448]

However Elias suggests that despite this capacity for the self to reflect on
action, this was not equivalent to the modern superego or conscience. During
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the process of differentiation of func-
tions and the increasing interdependence of a larger number of classes accel-
erated. As the money supply increased more quickly the wealth of the
aristocracy declined more sharply. At the same time the aristocracy in France
began to be challenged by a new pressure from the new bourgeois class
whose members emerged initially to become scribes, counsellors and tax
administrators for the king and as merchants in the newly expanding towns.
This effectively initiated the class system, with the court nobility represent-
ing the “upper class” who strove to differentiate themselves from usurpation
by the bourgeoisie.

Psychologization and rationalization

Elias states that not only within the Western civilizing process, but within
every major civilizing process, the transition of warriors to courtiers is one of
the most decisive transactions (1994: 467). For those knights who became
courtiers during the course of the sixteenth century, the rules of life took on
a new meaning and the entire personality gradually changed. The sponta-
neous resort to physical violence which had been used to resolve disputes in
earlier times was not appropriate in the context of the concentrated central
power of court society. However competition among the nobles at court for
rank and for favour was intense. Individual nobles gained rank by associat-
ing themselves with others of higher rank. As the fortunes of these favoured
nobles frequently changed, there was a constant vigilance and struggle for
favour. Plotting and intrigue came to the fore as did the tendency for people
to mask and suppress their true feelings. Vigilant self-control and perpetual
observation of others became extremely important for the maintenance of
one’s social position. Elias argues that in the transition from knights to
courtiers the entire personality of the nobility changed as nobles were trans-
formed from being warrior knights to being dependent courtiers.

By the term psychologization, Elias refers to the fact that within court soci-
ety a “psychological’ view developed as a person’s social position demanded
vigilant self-control and careful observation and analysis of one’s own behav-
iour and of that of others in terms of a complex series of motives and causal
connections. Conflict, which could previously have been expressed in terms
of direct action, gradually became a matter of internal reflection and calcula-
tion. Elias detects this process occurring also in the increased demand for
books during this time, as the skills needed to read a book demand a well-
defined ability to transform and regulate the emotional drives. The reading of
books allows a person to play out in fantasy those tensions which hitherto
would have found release in the resort to direct violence.
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Rationalization is similar to the concept of calculation. Where a knight
might seek to further his ends by resorting to impulsive and violent action,
the courtier sought to work primarily through reason to influence those in a
powerful position. As opposed to the knight, the courtier had to use foresight
in calculating how to achieve his ends. To Elias this ‘courtly rationality’
played an even more important role than the urban-commercial rationality
and foresight instilled by functions in the trade network in the development
of the eighteenth-century ‘Enlightenment’.

Shame and embarrassment

For Elias shame and repugnance (embarrassment) played an equal role to
those of psychologization and rationalization in moulding the behaviour of
the new class of courtiers. Shame is a form of conflict, not with someone
outside, such as social opinion, but with something within the person’s own
personality, a part of himself that represents social opinion. In feeling shame
as a conflict within his own personality a person fears the loss of the love or
respect of others to which he attaches value. Shame is associated with the
breach of social constraints. Elias argues that feelings of shame emerge more
clearly with every spurt of the civilizing process and finally predominate
over other fears — particularly the physical fear of others. As the shame
which a person can experience in monitoring his own actions increases, so
does the capacity for embarrassment or repugnance at the behaviour of
others.

For Elias, the development of a more psychological inner reflection and
rationalization in the courtier is linked to the heightened capacity to feel
shame and embarrassment. This is because each of these requires more
differentiated foresight and the development of a long-term view. These
become necessary in court society so that larger groups of people may
preserve their social existence in an increasingly differentiated society where
the restraint of emotions is called for and where the direct expression of
physical violence is no longer an option. Elias also sees in the development
of rationalization and the intensification of shame, a growing differentiation
between id, ego and superego, whereby the role played by the ego in regu-
lating self control is advanced considerably (1994: 493 /4). The same is true of
embarrassment, which is defined as ‘displeasure or anxiety which arises
when another person threatens to breach, or breaches, society’s prohibitions
represented by one’s super-ego.” (1994: 495).

The development of manners

The compulsion for self-control increased as courts grew ever larger and
chains of dependence between courtiers became more dense with the
increasing division of functions. As people became more integrated and the
contrasts between noble and bourgeois classes diminished, so the greater
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was the sensitivity to changes, shades or nuances of conduct and the more
finely attuned people became to minute gestures.

Distinction: growth of the class system

Elias notes that one key difference between the knight and the courtier was
the contempt with which the latter viewed those of a lower rank, particularly
the bourgeoisie. He explains this as the result of a tension between the noble
courtiers, who had been progressively impoverished and were dependent
upon the king for support, and the rising bourgeoisie, who threatened to
take their position. Such tensions were apparent from the beginnings of the
emergence of the bourgeois class. Faced with competition from the bour-
geoisie, the courtiers could only infrequently resort to physical violence,
which resulted in a strong inner tension in the members of the threatened
upper class. The fears of the aristocracy instead manifested themselves in a
general revulsion of anything which ‘smells bourgeois’, which was associ-
ated with vulgarity. Courtiers modified their speech, gestures, social amuse-
ments and manners in a bid to distinguish themselves from this pressure
from below. However as courtiers actively sought to distance themselves
from the ‘vulgar’ bourgeoisie, so many of the bourgeoisie sought to emulate
the practices of the courtiers to be seen to become the same as them. As one
and then another of the ‘distinctive’” courtier styles was adopted by the bour-
geois, so each style progressively failed to perform its function as the basis
for distinction between the two groups and so new styles were developed.
Again and again as a result of this emulation, styles which were once consid-
ered to be ‘refined’ became regarded as being ‘vulgar” as they were taken up
by the bourgeoisie.

DISCUSSION OF ELIAS’S CIVILIZING PROCESS

The contribution of Norbert Elias is summarized here and is linked to the
work of other authors.

e Elias’s Influence: First, the similarity of Elias’s work to authors including
Michel Foucault, Pierre Bourdieu and Pasi Falk, whose work is discussed
in subsequent chapters, should be noted.

e Relation to McCracken (1990) and Ewen (1976): Second, Elias’s work illumi-
nates important aspects of the two stories which were described earlier.
For example we can locate Grant McCracken’s (1990) study of the court
society of Queen Elizabeth I of England as an example of developments
which took place in an early court society. Developments within
Elizabeth’s court, involving a greater dependency among the nobles for
the Queen’s favour and the growing individualization and distinctiveness
of the Elizabethan nobility, were not unique, but formed an early high-
point of a progressive pattern towards the establishment of formal court
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societies across Europe. Elias’s work also has implications for what Stuart
Ewen claims in relation to the development of the ‘social self” and the role
of advertising. It is clear that the idea of a ‘social self” as evidenced by the
ability to experience shame and embarrassment and to monitor closely
and in minute detail the behaviour of others in addition to one’s own,
existed well before the twentieth century. While advertising may have
played on the existence of this social self, this form of self had existed for
many years beforehand.

Significance: Bodily Discipline and Control: Third, the main themes to which
Elias refers are, if true, of the utmost significance for any discussion of
developments in contemporary consumer societies. He describes in great
detail the curbing of the emotions in favour of rationality and foresight
and the trend towards the development of a self which is contained, the
individual self. Emotions which had previously been expressed sponta-
neously and openly were now contained and acted out within the indi-
vidual psyche. This was facilitated by the increased attention to books,
whereby acts could be played out in the imagination of the reader rather
than in real life. Elias’s discussion of the change whereby the body is no
longer disciplined by the application of external force but to a much
greater extent by a more powerful self-discipline based on shame and
embarrassment is a subject which has been addressed by Foucault (1978)
among others. It can be argued that in contemporary society the body is
subjected to a much more differentiated range of disciplines than was the
case during the period discussed by Elias, including crash diets, slimnas-
tics, gymnastics, aerobics, swingnastics, muscle toning, deep toning,
tanning, strip-waxing, various forms of ‘cosmetic” plastic surgery includ-
ing rhinoplasty, breast enlargement and cellulite reduction, to name a few.

The Civilizing Process: Perhaps the most forceful point made by Elias is the
manner by which all forms of natural bodily functions and their descrip-
tions, including urinating, defecating, scratching, copulating, passing
worms and self-exposure, which were treated as more or less normal parts
of everyday life in medieval times, are progressively hidden behind the
scenes, first from the gaze of those who are considered inferior in status to
the self and then as differences between classes become more refined,
virtually completely removed from the social scene. What is striking here
is the huge degree of control or self-discipline required to enforce such a
rein on the emotions. This is more striking when one considers that the
distance in behaviour and in psychical structure between children and
adults increases in the course of the civilizing process. Elias thus likens the
medieval character to that of a child. In learning how to be competent and
self-disciplined adults in today’s society, Elias argues they must experi-
ence and absorb, in a few short years, the progressive civilizing disciplines
of hundreds of years.

Uneven Development: Elias’s thesis is that, despite differences in the
patterns of development between countries, one can discern a glacial
mainstream of movement towards civilization. To draw upon the glacial
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metaphor, while the ice of civilization sometimes retreats, the mainstream
of movement over centuries is in one direction. Within this general move-
ment each country develops structural characteristics of its own which
correspond to the different social structures and the specific ways in which
the emotions are regulated. For example he argues that in comparison
with France, England had a short courtly absolutist phase. The English
nobility and bourgeois classes struck a form of alliance much earlier than
in France; however the amalgamation of upper- and middle-class behav-
iour took place over a longer period than in France. In contrast to England
and France, Germany was decentralized and relatively poor following the
Thirty Years War. Compared to the others, Germany had a long period of
absolutism, exercised through a few small courts. Here, too, differences
between bourgeoisie and nobility were much more pronounced. Elias
argues that the army played a huge role in moulding the German popula-
tion, as compared say with England where it played a relatively weak role.
In the former the bourgeoisie became habituated to a strong external state
authority, resulting in a ‘command-obedience’ relation to self-control, as
opposed to the form of ‘teamwork’ which evolved in England. Elias
argues that England’s role as a colonial power aided the development of a
differentiated form of ‘self-steering’ or self-control.

In discussing the contribution of Norbert Elias we can see how the modern
self-disciplined individual self emerges hesitantly from the court society of
the later medieval period. The modern self is primarily a rational individual
who is expert in controlling and containing a range of emotions. Or is he or
she? In the next section we discuss the rather controversial contribution by
Michel Maffesoli, a postmodernist, who claims that this is not at all the case,
but that in recent years the entire process has gone into reverse.

POSTMODERNISM AND THE NEO-TRIBES:
RETURN TO COMMUNITY?

The trends described by Elias towards psychologism, rationalism and an
individualism which derives from feelings of shame and embarrassment,
are cornerstones of what is called modernism, a process which has charac-
terized European thought since the days of the Enlightenment and which has
spread throughout the world. Modernism celebrates rationalism over the
emotions, the mind over the body and science over superstition. For exam-
ple the French Revolutionaries were fired with enthusiasm to get rid of
anything that seemed irrational and re-ordered administrative districts and
even the streets of Paris along strictly rational lines. Similarly, scientists have
been concerned to dispel myth and illusion and to found a rational basis for
the discussion of physical and social phenomena. While modernity has been
reflected on by many authors as a fundamentally progressive movement, a
growing number of critics became concerned about what they considered to
be the insidious power of the modern machine to penetrate every aspect of
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life and consciousness. Paradoxically in this age which was supposedly the
supreme age of the individual, dominated by homo economicus, there was an
accompanying fear of incorporation, of being swallowed whole by what was
outside the self. This was reflected in a number of popular films and books
which appeared during the course of the twentieth century, for example
Charlie Chaplin’s film Modern Times, George Orwell’s book (and film) 1984
and in the film The Stepford Wives.

So is the rational, isolated individual the exemplar of contemporary soci-
ety? In The Time of the Tribes (1996), Michael Maffesoli argues that, at present,
another fundamental change in society is underway, a change in which
Elias’s gradual progress towards civilization goes into reverse and where
solitary individuals become assimilated into a huge network of amorphous
but interlacing groups: the neo-tribes:

‘Two centuries of autonomy, separation and frantic individualism have led us to
believe that these are natural states of the world, and that if there is any evolution
left it is towards an ever-accentuating perfection of these ideals. Therefore, we are
particularly struck today by observing the persistent and imperious need to be ‘en
reliance’, to be bound together, which is manifested in the unproductive expendi-
ture and bodily game of consuming together. It is in this sense that I speak of trib-
alism, which is a way of being that favours fusion, or perhaps even emotional
confusion.’ Maffesoli (1997: 32)

Maffesoli’s argument is that people living presently in ‘advanced” consumer
societies are not the rational, isolated, self-disciplined individuals which
Elias’s conclusion suggests would be typical of people today. Instead
Maffesoli contends that people are joined together by powerful emotional
bonds and are ‘connected” through a variety of diffuse and fleeting encoun-
ters, from those which bind together people who live in city neighbourhoods
and ghettos, to those swarms of consumers who populate city-centre high-
streets and shopping malls, to the temporary crowds which lie on crowded
beaches, or constitute the television audiences for mass media spectacles
such as ‘Live-Aid’, the marriage of Charles and Diana, and Diana’s funeral,
to the nebulous groups which populate USENET, mobile telephone
networks and the virtual communities of the Internet. In this view cities are
not spaces where individuals freed from the constraints of community can
make rational relationships, but are themselves communities which are
constructed out of a multiplicity of small enclaves and interdependencies,
where people are bound together by proximity and some form of ‘emotional
glue’ (see note vi). This ‘glue’” comprises some form of affectual sharing; for
example affection may be based upon cultural pursuits, sexual tastes, cloth-
ing, habits, religion, intellectual pursuits and politics, to name but a few.
Maffesoli suggests that the current transformation signals much more
than the reconnection of one individual to another. He argues that just as
individuals are becoming connected to one another, so the connection is not
just between people but is also experienced as a form of connection within
the person and in particular with respect to the body. During the modern
age, the body had been perceived to be separate and distinct from the mind

19



CONSUMING BEHAVIOUR

20

which disciplined and ruled over it. Maffesoli suggests that the current age
is associated with a re-integration of body and mind. As a result, he claims
that the present concern in consumer societies for appearance and for adorn-
ing and working on the body is by no means superficial. He argues that as
the individual body is the foundation of the social body, so the frivolity of the
new consumer society and its fascination with bodily concerns, such as fash-
ion, design, eating and drinking and anything that expresses the cult of the
body, are fundamental to this reconstructed sense of community. He also
argues that what is predominant in present society, what ties people together,
is aesthetic experience, the ability to feel emotion together, to share the same
ambience.

Why has this transformation taken place? In Maffesoli’s radical interpre-
tation, the growing individualism, rationalization and abstraction of every-
day life in present-day society has reached such a level that these forces have
collapsed inwards on themselves. He draws upon the analogy of a ‘black
hole’ to explain this. The political sphere is likened to a black hole, where a
star collapses under the pressure of its own mass and thereby gives birth to
another space. Likewise the political system has become so abstract and
disconnected from the everyday concerns of ordinary people that the exist-
ing political universe is collapsing and a new space is being created. Political
parties respond by focusing on the message, on image and on stirring the
passions rather than reason. Furthermore, high-level politics is overrational-
ized and exhausted. The citizenry on the other hand are more concerned
with concrete street-level issues which they personally care about. The old
‘party’ politics was too abstract and rational and now its politicians are using
marketing tools to seek to regain their constituency. The public space which
forms the forum for traditional party politics is dying and as it dies a new
space is created for ‘community” politics. There are many examples of such
communities including the various networks and affinity and interest
groups or neighbourhood groups that go to make up what he calls the
‘megalopolisses’. Other groups coalesce around the shared sentiment created
by issues which to them are of pressing concern, whether this be animal
welfare, destruction of the environment or genetically modified foods and
organs. Such communities do not require physical proximity for the estab-
lishment of a community ‘neighbourhood’. Rather, existing technologies
such as the mass media, which are also becoming more localized in relation
to local television and radio, can unite people through their access to a
common experience. It has also been argued that the Internet and in particu-
lar the Web, are enabling the creation of such groups. In addition to differ-
entiation and localism in the political sphere, Maffesoli suggests that another
response to feelings of detachment from the abstract public sphere is for
people to invest their energies in a range of other activities such as physical
pleasure, hedonism and the body.

Within the new tribes, solidarity is derived from an emotional commit-
ment or shared sentiment, the aesthetic, a form of fellow feeling, however
fleeting this might be. Examples of such shared sentiment include the ‘Band-
Aid” phenomenon of the late 1980s which mobilized the collective emotions
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of millions of people across the Western world in support of long-term relief
for famine-hit countries such as Ethiopia. Maffesoli attributes an importance
to the media in constructing solidarity by circulating images which, he
suggests, are the equivalent of icons, in that they enable members of the tribe
to identify with the image (for example whether this is Michael Jackson or
Coca-Cola) and through it with one another. He suggests that advertising
addresses ‘target” audiences, which he calls tribes, with such images and that
the ‘tribes” respond by ‘recognizing’ themselves in such images by using and
wearing the products and services advertized (1996: 138).

According to Maffesoli, the crowds of people who watch such television
spectacles and participate in events are bound together by shared sentiment.
The metropolitan tribes are bound together by means of local membership,
the neighbourhood and mechanisms of solidarity which create the whole.
The vitality of these tribes springs from proxemics, ‘being close’ to others
through sharing the same space and a common sentiment; for example skate-
boarding, a shared love of ‘nature’, or owning the same car. The linkage of
these and the very fact of being introduced and chatting produce a sense of
community. Maffesoli notes that traditional communities are tied together by
means not only of an intellectual knowledge but also of a connaissance, a
feeling knowledge, which forms part of the ‘palaver’. It is not impossible that
with technological developments the growth in urban tribes has encouraged
a ‘computerized palaver’ (see for example the newly emergent ‘palaver’
used by British youth in ‘texting’), a ritual which is similar to those of tradi-
tional communities. Rather than the computer disconnecting us from reality,
Maffesoli argues that the networked computer is much closer to the concept
of oral conversation than is the relatively isolated activity of reading a book
and that because of this the computerized society will develop new forms of
relationship and community.

Maffesoli further argues that the growth of mass media with its tendency
to excavate alternative points of view, has led to the disintegration of univer-
sal bourgeois values. This fragmentation of values has helped recreate an
oral traditional culture. By presenting images of life, a political event, or the
life of a star can take on mythic proportions. The media reaffirm the feeling
of belonging to a larger group or getting outside of oneself, of allowing the
expression of a common emotion, which causes people to recognize them-
selves in communion with others. He believes that even buildings which
have linked access to cable television will perhaps experience values not far
removed from those which guided the clans or tribes of traditional societies.

Thus while some lament the end of all collective values and the with-
drawal into the self, Maffesoli’s hypothesis is that a new and evolving trend
can be found within the growth of small groups and existential networks.
This represents a sort of tribalism which is based at the same time on the
spirit of religion and on localism, as instanced by proxemics and nature.
What has been responsible for such developments? Maffesoli attributes a lot
of influence to technology and the mass media such as computer networks
and cable television.

What are the implications of what Maffesoli is saying for what has gone
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before? Unlike Norbert Elias who provided the backing of a detailed empir-
ical study, Maffesoli tends to make generalizations which are not supported
by anything other than the argument which he weaves. This does not mean
that we should reject Maffesoli’s argument, but rather that this should be
checked in line with the available data from other sources.

To summarize, Maffesoli disputes the idea that contemporary consumer
societies are characterized by the collapse of collective ideals and increas-
ing levels of rationalism, individualism and constraint of the emotions.
Instead he argues that such societies are in fact seething with examples of
social configurations which go beyond individualism, being composed of
crowds of people and showing the rebirth of tribalism through the neo-
tribes, which consist of a mass patchwork of small local entities. The glue
which holds such tribes together is the aesthetic of emotional ‘fellow feel-
ing’. Maffesoli argues that homo economicus, the self-contained individual,
is dead or at least mortally wounded, as the forces which shape society
turn back from a focus on the creation of isolated individuals towards a
focus on the aesthetic and the re-birth of community. Maffesoli is thus argu-
ing that contemporary society manifests a return to societal characteristics
which are reminiscent of the Middle Ages. This is summed up figuratively
in Figure 1.1.

1.6 DISCUSSION OF POSTMODERNISM AND THE NEO-TRIBES

Is there evidence that the general direction of change in consumer societies
is towards the reaffirmation of community bonded by the spirit of ‘fellow-
feeling’, as Maffesoli suggests, or does the evidence suggest the contrary? In
this discussion we consider the results of some empirical research and some
theoretical contributions in order to seek answers to these questions.
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Secondly, if it does seem that a change is underway, then what changes in
society (sociogenetic factors) might help explain the change in the psycho-
genetic makeup of individuals?

The European Values Study Group conducted a series of studies which
have measured the changes in European and other Western values in 1981
and in 1990 (see note vii). One of the central hypotheses of the study was that
as countries advance economically, the values of their populations shift in
the direction of individualization. The process of individualization refers to
the growing autonomy of individuals in developing their own values and
norms, free from the constraint of tradition. From our previous discussion,
this is common sense in that one would expect that where community is
powerful, community norms will prevail. One would also expect to see an
increased liberalization of lifestyles in Western societies, particularly within
the domains of religion, morality, sexuality and areas of life such as leisure
time, where personal choice is to be expected. At the same time, the authors
of the study expected to find that the value orientations of Western societies
are converging. Value convergence might be predicted in view of the grow-
ing social, economic and political convergence between societies, and trends
towards more cosmopolitan ideas and lifestyles through the global influence
of modern media should provide signs of the process of global convergence,
in short the world as a ‘global village’'.

With respect to religious values, the researchers found that society in the
1990s was more individualized and secularized than it had been in the 1950s,
but that these changes had occurred well before the 1980s. They also found
that economic individualism increased in most countries during the 1980s,
although only marginally. Cultural individualism (based on the extent to
which people expressed respect for authority and a willingness to follow
instructions) increased, principally in regard to decreased respect for author-
ity. Also confidence in democratic institutions declined, particularly in the
USA. While it was hypothesized that sustained individualism would also
imply an increase in tolerance, in contrast tolerance declined during the
1980s. It was hypothesized that with increasing individualism, the level of
political interest would rise, as individualism implies self-reliance on the
part of citizens which, in turn, might cause an interest in politics as well as
political participation to increase. The results of the study supported this
hypothesis suggesting that the level of political interest rose as did the prone-
ness to protest by means of direct action, including petitions, boycotts,
demonstrations, unofficial strikes and occupations. The authors also hypoth-
esized that they would find a shift in concern from one’s own material well-
being to a concern with issues related to quality of life. They called this term
postmaterialism to reflect the idea that people nowadays may be moving
away from an emphasis on consumer goods as being related to happiness
and wellbeing.

The authors of the report found that contrary to their expectations, the
hypothesis which suggested a decreasing importance of social class in
predicting a person’s left-right political orientation was not supported. A
summary of some of the key results is shown in Table 1.1. The data in the
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Table 1.1

Development of economic and cultural individualism, confidence in
democratic and authoritative institutions, and tolerance towards
ethnic groups and deviant behaviour

Individualism Confidence Tolerance

Country Economic Cultural Democracy Authority Ethnic Deviance
USA 0.04 0.19 -1.21 -1.00 -0.06 -0.05
Canada 0.04 0.20 -0.21 -0.45 -0.3 -0.4
West Germany 0.15 0.02 -0.13 -0.48 0.14 0.01
France 0.23 -0.11 0.04 -0.35 -0.24 -0.20
Great Britain 0.04 0.10 -0.16 -0.65 0.05 -0.01
Spain 0.11 0.08 -0.40 -0.87 -0.08 -0.04

Source: Adapted from Table 4.1, page 76, of Chapter 4, ‘Political Culture: Patterns of Political
Orientations and Behaviour’ in Ester et al. (eds), The Individualizing Society: Value Change in
Europe and North-America, by Andries van den Broek and Felix Heunks, 1994.

table summarize those differences in mean scores for the two studies in 1990
and 1980. For example this means that in the USA, the mean score for
economic individualism increased by 0.04 during the period, while that for
confidence in democratic institutions decreased by —1.21.

From the table there are a number of differences between countries. One
might also conjecture that the authors would have found some high differ-
ences between regions within a country, which they did not test for. The
authors felt that, despite such differences, the hypotheses for a ‘sustained
process of individualization were largely confirmed’ (Ester et al., 1994: 95).
However, some were clearly refuted; for example there were no signs of
increased tolerance nor of political fragmentation. In a further section of the
report, the authors found that they could not conclude that modernization is
a process by which traditional values are uniformly replaced by individual-
ized values in all domains of behaviour.

What bearing does the above have for the positions of Elias and Maffesoli?
It extends some comfort to each explanation. The findings may be inter-
preted in line with Maffesoli by drawing on the findings that faith in demo-
cratic institutions has decreased, but political interest and critique have
increased and action based on unconventional politics is increasing. While
the authors of the European values survey interpret this to mean a rise in
individualism, Maffesoli could quite legitimately claim that the rise in road
protests, marches and other such unconventional political activity requires
as a first instance a form of group formation and emotional bonding that
gives birth to the ‘neo-tribes” which organize such activities. The survey also
found strong support for environmental issues, with approval ratings of up
to 98 per cent. However, the authors comment that while the environment
may form the basis for much talk, the membership of environmental organi-
zations can be tiny. For example approval for ecology and nature protection
in Portugal was 98 per cent, but active participation was 1 per cent.
Membership in some other countries was equally small, but varied consid-
erably and constituted up to 10 per cent in the USA and 23 per cent in the



1.7

CONSUMING TALES

Netherlands. Such groups require a large degree of ‘grass roots” organization
and may be interpreted in line with Maffesoli’s argument for the existence of
‘neo-tribes’. With respect to the above, the rise of individualism and of the
‘new tribes” are not necessarily mutually exclusive. As traditional ties of
community and tradition give way in some areas to an increased individu-
alism, so new forms of association are found. However, the report also indi-
cates that older formations of group influence have not been lessened, as
evidenced by the finding that people are less tolerant and by the continued
importance of social class.

How does this fit in with Norbert Elias’s account of the ‘civilizing process’,
which was discussed earlier? You may remember that Elias describes the
internalization of external controls together with progressive emotional
restraint and individualization.

Elias has in fact slightly shifted his explanation about the onward progress
of civilization to take into account developments which have taken place in
European society since the 1960s. Elias agrees that during this period the
tight regulation of emotional controls by individuals began to relax and
people in Western countries began to explore aspects of their emotions which
had previously been forbidden. He considers such developments, which
were associated with the middle class, to be related to a new and more calcu-
lating hedonism. This calculation is summarized by describing it as a form of
‘controlled de-control” of the emotions. This is evidenced by a whole range
of behaviours; the idolization of images of youth expressed in theme parks,
the exploration of emotions by means of the growth of a ‘therapeutic
culture’, and the current craze for extreme sports which promise perfectly
safe, ‘near-death” experiences.

APPLICABILITY TO OTHER CULTURES

How applicable is all of this to those who were born and raised in cultures
other than that of the European which is described here? Undoubtedly much
of the material discussed here is specific to the experience of being
‘European’. As such it is useful to a specific non-European experience to the
extent that it provides a point of contrast to developments which have taken
place in that country and within that culture. On the other hand, it might be
argued that similar changes are occurring in different countries around the
world. So perhaps we can close this section by asking some questions which
you may consider with respect to a specific non-European culture. Are tradi-
tional communities disappearing? Are there apparently contradictory signs
of increasing individualization coupled with new forms of association, simi-
lar to those of the ‘neo-tribes’. Do people generally exert a high degree of
control over their bodily expressions? Are people currently experimenting
with forms of bodily expression in that culture? If the answers to most of the
above questions is ‘yes’, then the issues which have been discussed here are
of relevance to that culture.
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1.8 CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter focused on different accounts of the rise of consumer soci-
ety. The first account detects in the mass consumer society a mass
democracy and instances the ‘narcissism of the common man’ as the
end point of a constant progressive movement which has its roots in
ancient times. Whereas this narcissism could only be afforded by the
ruling few until comparatively recent times, it is now open to the
masses.

The second account focused on the development of a mass
consumer society in the USA during the 1920s. This account countered
the first one to the extent that consumer society was described as a
repressive apparatus which planted anxieties in the individual and
which created an insidious cycle of work and spend for the majority of
the population.

The third account focused on the research carried out by Norbert
Elias. This stressed the importance of realizing how different modern
individuals are with respect to a whole range of behaviours, including
systems of ‘manners’ and control. Elias’s work helps us understand that
the exercise of tight self-discipline, of constant vigilance over the behav-
iour of the self and of others may be traced back several hundreds of
years in Europe. Elias’s work, while itself not perfect, applies a correc-
tive to the earlier accounts. First, if we are to speak of “progress’ in soci-
ety, such progress takes hundreds of years to develop itself into a
sustained pattern. Second, it introduces the important concepts of ration-
alization, control and discipline into the explanation of current consum-
ing behaviour.

At first it seems as if the contribution by Maffesoli has overturned
Elias’s carefully researched conclusions. This is because Maffesoli
argues that, in place of a society of disciplined individuals, consumer
societies are made up of a myriad of expressive new group formations,
whether these be shoppers, television viewers or anti-road protestors.
Such groups are held together by aesthetic emotional ties of ‘fellow
feeling’. However more recent work suggests that there is evidence
that Western society is undergoing a period of transition and that
forms of experimentation including ‘controlled de-control” are signs of
this.
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END-OF-CHAPTER REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. What is meant by ‘patina’? How might patina be distinguished
from ‘fashion’?

2. What is meant by the following terms: ‘Gemeinschaft’ and
‘Gesellschaft'?

3. Are the terms ‘premodern’ - ‘pre-industrial’, ‘postmodern’ -
‘postindustrial’ equivalent?

4. What are the distinguishing features of the premodern, modern
and postmodern eras?

5. To what extent can we blame advertising for an anxious ‘social
self’ which constantly scrutinizes its own appearance and behav-
iour and that of others?

6. Summarize Elias’s (1994) main conclusions. To what extent are his
conclusions borne out by more recent theories and evidence?

. /
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It is fascinating to note how many ‘objective’ social scientists were recruited to work
on behalf of the military machine and in industry. For example John B. Watson,
founder of modern behavioural psychology, was a proponent of transferring psycho-
logical development away from the traditional areas of socialization, such as the
family, and for making the ‘realities’ of commercial life the basis for child-rearing.
According to Ewen, Watson ‘labelled all but the “gratifications” of the marketplace as
perverse and psychologically and socially damaging’ (1976: 83).

Source: Ewen (1976: 34).

Source: Ewen (1976: 171). Quotation attributed to Christine Frederick.

This discussion is based largely on the 1994 English translation of The Civilizing
Process, translated by Edmund Jephcott.

Elias is very careful to use the word ‘civilization” in a non-judgemental way. Each
society represents a patterning of social relations which presents opportunities for the
patterning of the psychological apparatus and of social conduct that are different
from all other societies.

Among other things Maffesoli was fascinated by the study carried out by Milgram
(1967) which showed that with the help of five or six relayers, one could establish
contact between two people living in opposite corners of the United States. Maffesoli
suggests that such communication was rendered possible because each individual
formed part of a micro-milieu, which was connected to other milieux. Links included
bars, churches and university laboratories, each linked to the others in a complex
network.

The first study, which included 26 countries, was the largest comparative research
project ever carried out. The second wave of the study, which was carried out in 1990,
included almost all of the countries in Europe, the USA and Canada.
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CONSUMING SPACE AND TIME

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

* To sensitize readers to the importance of time and space, and to the
relations between material practices and representations of time and
space

* To understand the changes in representations in time and in space
that have taken place as the result of processes of modernization

* To seek to explain such changes with respect to two broad theoretical
traditions associated with Weber and Marx

¢ To situate the growth of spaces for consumption within the modern-
izing process by offering specific examples of ‘consuming spaces’

¢ To discuss classification in contemporary society in terms of access to
the goods of consumption

INTRODUCTION

This chapter is devoted to understanding the relation of time and space to
consumption. Following from the assumption that perceptions of time and
space are linked to changes in social structure, it aims to discuss different
accounts of the reordering of these relations during the phase of moderniza-
tion. One account is based on the work of Max Weber and explores the extent
of the rationalization of space and time. George Ritzer’s ‘McDonaldization
thesis’ is then discussed as a form of extension of Weberian thinking. This is
followed by a section on globalization. The second major perspective, which
is based on the work of Karl Marx, suggests that flux is a more apt term to
describe current conditions. David Harvey focuses on the transformative
power of capitalism in changing the social relations between time and space,
by means of a process which, following Marx, he refers to as the ‘annihila-
tion of space through time’. Such views are explored in relation to the
perception that time appears to be simultaneously speeding up and slowing
down; speeding up, to the extent that the pace of life appears to be getting
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2.2

2.3

faster and faster; slowing down, to the extent that images of past and future
are giving way to that of an interminable ‘present’ in contemporary
consumer society.

CONSUMPTION: SPACE AND TIME

Concepts of time and space are not natural phenomena but are constructed
by human beings. For example the conventional wisdom current in physics
holds that the human perceptions of the flow and passage of time are little
more than an illusion. One point of view in social science holds that the
‘objective’ conceptions of space and time are not natural or given, but are
created through material practices. According to this view, time and space
are structured according to the ways in which society is structured. This
implies that the concepts of time and space change their meaning as society
itself changes. In Chapter 1 we discussed the transition from feudalism to
capitalism in western Europe during the eighteenth century as being pivotal,
involving a range of changes at a number of levels of society. It is not surpris-
ing that this period is often cited by authors as being the locus for a major
change in material practices which, in turn, resulted in a major reordering of
concepts of space and time (McCracken, 1990: 21).

THE PLACE OF COMMUNITY VERSUS THE SPACE
OF SOCIETY

A number of authors contend that a major aspect of this change has been the
erosion of the place of community and the emergence of more abstract
notions of time and space. As community is the starting point of our discus-
sion of space and time, we must first ask what is meant by the concept of
‘community’. This question has already been partially answered in Chapter
1. The sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1977: 163) argues that social orderings of
space and time provide a framework for experience whereby they tend to
organize not only how a group perceives the world but the group itself,
which orders itself according to these representations. Bourdieu’s study of
the way in which the Kabyle people ordered space and time showed how
this ordering reinforced social integration and a division of labour between
the sexes, ages and occupations. Bourdieu’s representation of the Kabyle
calendar is shown in Figure 2.1. The activities for autumn, winter and spring
were divided into times for ploughing, sowing, germination and growth and
were associated with the female, whereas spring, summer and autumn were
associated with the characteristics of growth, ripening, harvest and stubble
which were associated with the male part of the cycle. For the Kabyle, life
was ordered according to the rhythms of nature and of gender and was
orderly; there was a time and a place for every activity.
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Figure 2.1 The annual calendar of the Kabyle, according to Bourdieu
(1977)
[From Figure 3, page 134 of The Farming Year and the Mythical Year]

The social and temporal rhythms of the Kabyle world are insinuated into
the place which they inhabit, a place where everything has its place, includ-
ing its inhabitants who call it home. The place is organized in terms of the
meanings which people give it, with respect to their language and practice,
where perhaps every rock and tree has a meaning and plays a role in relation
to the history of the community. Many of us too grew up in distinct places,
defined by the communities which contained us, although few places would
have been as contained as the place of the Kabyle. Places are thus embedded,
to the extent that the people within them define themselves, their identities
and history in terms of that place. Places exist in a curious state in relation to
time. To the extent that a ‘place’ for community remains the same, we can
talk of tradition (the continuity of the same place through time) rather than
progress (changing place over time). The idea of the place is contained in the
myths or stories which the community narrates to itself, thus recreating the
place itself and the community; through the story, the community and the
place become one and the same. One should not be overly romantic about
the place of community, which can impart feelings of claustrophobia and loss
of identity in the modern mind (see note i). The stories which bind together
community and place are not amenable to comprehension by strangers from
outside the community. There is little or no concept of private space within
the traditional place of the community. This is because the boundaries of the
self spill beyond the contours of the body and into the community which
contains it; the community forms a second protective skin around the person
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it contains. Pasi Falk, whose work is discussed in more detail in Chapter 7,
argues that exchange within the community is akin to receiving and giving
to oneself. The community is bound together as a community by means of
sharing food (communion). The ritual sharing of food and its physical incor-
poration function simultaneously as an act whereby the partaker is incorpo-
rated or ‘eaten into’ the community; eating together (com) the same bread
(panis) transforms eaters into companions. The closeness of such compan-
ionship means that the community is thought of as being part of the self. In
such communities the bodies of its members are open, as the community
itself forms a buffer between what is regarded as being ‘inside’ and what is
‘outside’. Inside the community is bound together through the exchange of
gifts and the reciprocal obligation to respond to the gift.

The concept of space is more abstract than that of place, in that it refers to
an area, a distance between two points or to a temporal expanse (‘in the
space of a week’). Abstract spaces such as city centres, transport systems,
airspace, advertising space and to an extent cyberspace are not places for
living in but are rather composed as spaces for travelling through. The
abstract, calculated and impersonal look of such spaces is differentiated from
the place of community to the extent that authors such as Marc Augé (1995)
refer to them as ‘non-places’. A central theme of what follows is that during
the shift from feudalism to capitalism and continuing into the present, the
place of traditional community has been progressively ‘emptied out’ or
disembedded by the rational ordering of space. According to some authors
this process began as early as the sixteenth century. For example McCracken
(1990) notes that during the Elizabethan period (of the first ‘consumer
boom’) England was substantially rebuilt to accommodate new ideas of
privacy both within the home and beyond it, a trend which was to expand
dramatically during the eighteenth century. Additionally the novel focus on
purchase-for-self rather than purchase-for-family during the Elizabethan era
opened a gap between the noble and the community which had previously
formed his ‘second skin’. The consumer boom of the eighteenth century and
those which have followed in its wake have opened up the spaces of indi-
viduality and identity for progressively more and more people. The effects
on perceptions of space-time of the rational organization of space are
discussed in more detail below.

MAX WEBER: MODERNITY AS RATIONAL ORDERING
OF SPACE

It is important in understanding Weber’s contribution to our current under-
standing of what constitutes rationality that what we take for granted today
as ‘rational’ is not natural but has developed historically. The period from the
decline of feudalism to the beginnings of modernism has proved to be a rich
feeding ground for academics who have sought to trace changes in the form
of rationality in Western human conduct. David Harvey (1989) describes
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how the human capacity for rational abstract thought and the expectation
that all humans are rational have developed slowly and unevenly through-
out the ages. Abstract thought requires the ability to take a perspective with
respect to one’s own conduct and that of others. Harvey shows how this abil-
ity developed formally within Europe during Renaissance art, and later
through the work of map-makers such as Mercator, who became renowned
for his ability to render three-dimensional features in two-dimensional space
during the sixteenth century. More recently the development of photography
allowed individuals to develop a sense of perspective on their ‘selves’
through its ability to strip away form from substance. You will remember
that Elias discusses this emergent rationality in relation to the development
of court societies within Europe. The sociologist Max Weber, whose work is
discussed in more detail in this chapter, treats the subject within the comple-
mentary context of Reformation religion from whence, he argues, there
developed a specific formal rationality which was especially suited to the
nascent economic system of capitalism. This is not to suggest that there was
no space for rationality before this time. What interests Weber is the extent to
which a particular form of rationality comes to pervade institutions, social
action and people’s expectations of one another. This formal organized and
rule-based rationality includes the ability to distinguish means from ends
and to formally specify these, to be able to calculate and specify in advance
the likely benefits and costs of following one means as opposed to another
and to devise some form of strategy for the attainment of ends as a result of
that evaluation.

Calvinist rationality: the spirit of capitalism

Norbert Elias, whose work was summarized in Chapter 1, argued that the
development of court societies involved a transition from medieval Catholic
to a Protestant superego formation characterized by the internalization of
fear and conflict. Here it is likely that Elias is referring to the work of Max
Weber and in particular his book published in 1905, entitled The Protestant
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. In this work Weber discusses rationality in
relation to the development of that ‘sober bourgeois capitalism with its ration-
al organization of free labour’, characteristic of modern industrial capitalism.
Weber'’s thesis is that the unique mix of factors which led to the development
of capitalism in western Europe included first the technical utilization of
scientific knowledge; secondly, the development of a rational system of law
and administration based upon formal rules; finally and most importantly
for Weber, the ability of people to adopt certain types of practical rational
conduct. Weber then seeks to forge a link between the demands of modern
industrial capitalism and ascetic Protestantism which, he argues, provides
the economic spirit or ethos of capitalism.

Weber’s text focuses upon Calvinism, a variant of Protestantism based on
the fundamental tenet of predestination, the belief that one’s ultimate fate (in
heaven or in hell) is preordained by God and unchangeable by the efforts of
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humanity. Weber describes as ‘extreme inhumanity’ the inner isolation
suffered by the Calvinist believer who ‘is forced to follow his path alone to
meet a destiny which had been decreed for him for eternity’. While other
versions of Christianity allowed for some form of atonement or intercession
by which the sinner could be redeemed, such ‘magic’ counted for nought
within Calvinism. Calvinist doctrine promoted an impersonal individualism
over communal fellow-feeling by warning against reliance upon others and
by preaching a form of ‘brotherly love” which was “peculiarly objective and
impersonal’. This may only be properly understood within the context of the
Calvinist framework. Calvinists regarded themselves as being predestined to
eternal glory. The sole role of the believer was to magnify the glory of God.
Believers could prove their faith by viewing the objective results of their
magnification of the glory of the Lord. In this way ‘good works” and success
in the material world could be regarded as proof of their belief (that they
were indeed the chosen). Weber describes how, compared to most Christians
of the time who lived a moral life which was pretty much ‘hand to mouth’,
the Calvinist believer’s life became viewed as a project involving systematic
self-control. He contends that as a result, the life of the believer became
rationalized; regulated and controlled in a manner which was reminiscent of
the rule of the Christian monastic orders such as the Benedictines and
Cistercians. The difference was that while these monks adopted a systematic
method of ascetic rational control in seeking to free the spirit from worldly
preoccupations, Calvinist asceticism was essentially of this world. Calvinists
had to prove their worth in worldly activity. Weber argues that the central
idea of Puritanism (Calvinism) was active self-control involved in the rein-
ing-in of the emotions:

‘Contrary to many popular ideas, the end of this asceticism was to be able to lead
an alert, intelligent life. The most urgent task was the destruction of spontaneous,
impulsive enjoyment, the most important means was to bring order into the
conduct of its adherents.” [1930: 119]

If believers were to prove that they were in fact ‘elected’ they faced a maze of
(self-imposed) sanctions and prohibitions. Anything which did not add to the
greater glory of God was to be avoided, including ‘idle’ talk, over-sleeping,
sexual activity not directly associated with procreation, inactive contempla-
tion and the pursuit of sports other than those which provided the recreation
necessary for physical efficiency. The glory was magnified only by a life of
hard, continuous bodily or mental labour. The acquisition of wealth was
regarded as a potential danger only insofar as it might encourage relaxation
and idleness; used industriously and wisely, wealth could be counted as an
instance of God’s blessing. Puritans placed great store on the idea of the ‘call-
ing’, a duty by which a person was called by God to live an industrious and
productive life; to wish to be poor was to be unhealthy. The unequal distrib-
ution of goods was interpreted as a sign of the bestowal of God’s favour.
Puritans were predominant among the rising classes during the Industrial
and Agrarian Revolutions. They were counted among the petit bourgeois (as
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distinct from the administrative bourgeois class featured in Elias’s discus-
sion) and farmers. Once established in positions of power, the Puritans
fought against the abuses of protectionism and monopoly which had been
the lynchpin of the mercantile system. Instead they placed their faith on
rational, individual acquisition which was guaranteed by law. Weber notes
the resonance of the Puritan view with the ideas promulgated by the econo-
mist and social theorist Adam Smith, whose work is discussed in more detail
in the next chapter. They shared a belief in what Smith has called the division
of labour; the idea that the specialization of occupation leads to a qualitative
and quantitative improvement in production, which serves the common
good (which is identified with the utilitarian ideal of the greatest good for
the greatest number). This culminated in the idea that the notion of the ‘self-
made man’ amounted to the pinnacle of ethical achievement. Weber
concludes his tale in describing the irony by which the widespread dissemi-
nation of Puritan values and their articulation with capitalist enterprise was
coupled with the demise of the religious component. The Puritan rationality
peculiar to Calvinism was best suited to the demands of the emergent capi-
talist system. As capitalism expanded so this form of rationality diffused
throughout society and began to dominate its morality. However in the
process of diffusion this rationality became stripped of its religious compo-
nent. Weber illustrates this through his discussion of a Puritan thinker:

‘In Baxter’s view the care for external goods should only lie on the shoulders of
the “saint” like a light cloak, which can be thrown aside at any moment. But fate
decreed that cloak should be like the shell on a snail’s back.’

Within the Puritan ethic, the only interest offered by goods was to magnify
the glory of God. Overattachment to the material things of this world was a
dangerous thing in that this opened the way to temptations of the flesh,
perhaps even idolatory. Yet this seems to be what Weber is arguing for; in
modern society the care of goods which in Puritan thought should be worn
like a light cloak (because God is central) itself becomes central to human
aspirations. The phrase above has been underlined because there is some
dispute as to its precise meaning. Ritzer interprets this (following Talcott
Parsons who translated the original text from the German) as meaning ‘iron-
cage’. Zygmunt Bauman (2000) argues that the meaning comes closer to
‘steel-cloak’; whereas Barry Smart (1999) suggests that the idea of the shell on
a snail’s back is more acceptable. Why quibble over the precise meaning of
such a short phrase? Because, as we shall see, this makes a lot of difference to
how one interprets instrumental rationality: as something which comes from
outside and is imposed upon us, or as much part of ‘our’ makeup (.e.
‘modern’ consumers) as the shell on a snail’s back (Sayer, 1991 in Smart, 1999).

2.41.1 Homo consumans:. consumption as Puritan duty?

Weber may have established a link between Puritan rationality and the spirit
which infused that ‘sober” capitalism he was describing, but how could this
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possibly link with the cornucopia of delights offered by consumption? Jean
Baudrillard disputes Weber’s argument that this occurred because capital-
ism no longer needed religious asceticism since it rested on mechanical
grounds. Baudrillard’s alternative explanation suggests that, contrary to
what people might think, the Puritan ethic is alive and well in the spirit of
modern consumption which, he argues, has very little to do with pleasure.
As we shall see in later chapters, Baudrillard argues that the primary moti-
vation for modern consumption is the feeling of a lack of, or of a hole in, the
self which has little to do with pleasure. In any event, he argues, the objec-
tive of consumption is not pleasure but duty:

‘The puritans considered themselves, considered their actual being, to be an enter-
prise to make profit for the greater glory of God. Their “personal” qualities, and
their “character”, which they spent their lives producing, were capital to be
invested wisely, and managed without speculation or waste. Conversely, yet in
the same way, man-as-consumer considers the experience of pleasure an obliga-
tion, like an enterprise of pleasure and satisfaction; one is obliged to be happy, to
be in love, to be adulating/adulated, seducing/seduced, participating, euphoric
and dynamic.’ [Baudrillard, 1988: 48]

Baudrillard argues that the new ethics of consumption is equivalent to the
traditional constraint of labour and production. Nowadays consumption is a
duty; a person must seek to actualize all of his or her potential for consump-
tion. What appears to be a ‘fun” morality involves the complete exploitation
of all the possibilities of being thrilled. Credit and debt are the means for
disciplining consumers. While credit is presented under the guise of gratifi-
cation, of freedom from thrift, it is a form of rationalization of consumers, a
disciplinary process which extorts savings and regulates demand, just as
wage-labour was a rational process in the extortion of labour power.
Baudrillard argues that the rational and disciplinary ethics which, according
to Weber, was at the origin of modern capitalist productivism has come to
inhabit a whole domain which had previously escaped it; having socialized
the masses into a labour force, the industrial system has had to socialize
them (control them) into a force for consumption. To support this view he
cites an example first described by J.K. Galbraith, whereby ‘carefree Puerto
Ricans” were transformed into a modern labour force as the result of being
first tied to the consumption of commodities, which had to be paid for. In this
view, production and consumption are two sides of the same process.
Notions of the ‘liberation of needs’, of ‘individual fulfillment’, the themes of
expenditure, pleasure and non-calculation, ‘buy now pay later’ have
replaced the Puritan themes of thrift, hard work and parsimony. Baudrillard
illustrates his argument in describing the various ways in which the idea of
thrift has become regarded as being ‘UnAmerican’, an argument which you
will remember was also advanced by Stuart Ewen, whose work is discussed
in Chapter 1, in relation to the ‘socialization” of immigrants into the USA.
Both authors argue that the efficient industrial system needs people to be
consumers for several reasons. One is to mop up constantly expanding
production. Secondly, consumption is seen to be a powerful element in social
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control, by atomizing individual consumers. Yet it also requires the intensifi-
cation of bureaucratic control over the processes of consumption, which is
subsequently heralded as the realm of freedom.

Bureaucracy

For Weber the modern economic order is bound to the technical and
economic conditions of machine production. In this view rationalization,
together with its twin, bureaucratization, stand at the heart of the capitalist
modernizing process. The rationalization of action ‘refers to the substitution
for the unthinking acceptance of ancient custom, of deliberate adaptations to
situations in terms of self-interest’ (Weber, 1947: 123). In a manner which may
seem incongruous to us now, Weber was struck by the stability of the market
system in the absence of such custom; the more strictly rational economic
actors are, the more they tend to react similarly to the same situation. While
the bureaucratic form had developed under the aegis of Catholic clerical
organization, Weber recognized its compatibility with capitalist enterprise.
He believed that the bureaucratic form was technically the most rational type
which responded to the capitalist’s need for stable, strict, intensive and
calculable administration. Bureaucratic control meant fundamentally the
exercise of control on the basis of knowledge:

‘From a purely technical point of view, it is capable of attaining the highest degree
of efficiency and the most rational known means of carrying out imperative
control, in precision, stability, discipline and reliability. It makes possible a high
degree of calculability of results for organization’s heads; superior in intensive
efficiency and scope of organization, of application to all administrative tasks.’
[Weber, 1947: 337]

For Weber, bureaucracy was the most prominent expression of the institu-
tionalization of formal rationality, a form of organization of rules and regu-
lations which was considered to constitute an optimum means for realizing
preordained ends. The large corporations represented for Weber a type of
bureaucracy rivalled only by the state bureaucracy in promoting rational
efficiency, continuity of operation, speed, precision and calculation of results.
Weber likened bureaucratic rationality to the smooth, impartial, inexorable
workings of a great machine; with all of the benefits and disadvantages of
the machine process. While standardization, constancy of quality,
predictability and control are advantages which might lubricate the cogs of
the capitalist enterprise (generating ‘satisfied” consumers), it did so at the
price of expunging what was particularly human from its workings.

2.4.2.1 ‘Fordism’

Coined by Antonio Gramsci, ‘Fordism’ relates back to that day in 1914 when
Henry Ford introduced his five-dollar, eight-hour day as payment for work-
ers manning the new automated car-assembly plant at Dearborn. Ford’s
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vision of mass production was shaped by his experience of the vast scale of
organization in Chicago’s slaughterhouses. Ford was acutely aware that it
was not enough to manufacture the goods, the demand had to be there too.
While being scarcely unique in terms of the adoption of standardized
routines involving the mass production of homogeneous products, Ford
came to stand out as the icon of or ‘ideal-type” of the bureaucratic process,
through the specialization associated with its assembly line operation, lead-
ing to repetitive and standardized work and the intensification, homoge-
nization and deskilling of labour, under a strong hierarchical organization.

Ritzer's ‘McDonaldization’ thesis

George Ritzer’s book McDonaldization of Society represents his interpretation
of Weber as the model for a spirited attack on what he perceives to be the
progressive rationalization of humanity by systems of modern bureaucratic
control. Ritzer outlines familiar ‘Weberian’ themes related to bureaucracy;
that it is the most efficient structure for handling the large numbers of tasks;
that bureaucracies act in a highly predictable manner; that calculability or
quantification is of extreme importance; that they exercise control over
people through the replacement of human by non-human technology.
Finally he contends that bureaucracy suffers from the irrationality of ratio-
nality. By this he means the manifold contradictory consequences which
often flow from bureaucratic regulation, including the clogging of efficiency
by ‘red-tape’, the production of the bland, the multiplication of the same, and
above all these, dehumanization.

Ritzer is not a fan of rationality, especially of the rationalization process,
which he believes is colonizing every aspect of modern life, such that now
there is no way out. His book is a veritable catalogue of the horrors of
‘McDonaldization’, which he neatly parcels in terms of its effects of effi-
ciency, calculability and predictability, with a sprinkling of the irrationality
of rationality towards the end. Thus in a snapshot:

* For efficiency, examples include drive-in churches and ‘McDoctors” who
treat the surgery process as an assembly-line.

¢ For calculability, he offers as the exemplar the McDonald’s hamburger
which must weigh exactly 1.6 ounces, constitute 19 per cent or less fat, and
be no more than 3.875 inches across, with a 3.5 inch bun.

* Predictability, or the effort to enable people to know what to expect at all
times and in all places, is evidenced by the overbearing repetition of the
same in the consumption. Vast boxlike out-of-town superstores, cars,
suburban homes, franchise cafes and TV dinners share one thing in
common - they all look the same and are virtually identical in every
respect.

* Control is exemplified by the control of the production process, which is
increasingly rationalized in the form of industrial processes of production
or ‘factory farming’ applied to the intensive production of chickens, pigs,
cattle, fish and an increasing range of livestock.
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The irrationality of rational processes is illustrated by the inefficiency, unpre-
dictability, incalculability and loss of control that wash back from the
enforcement of such unreasonable and dehumanizing systems. The real
experience of driving a car is that of standing on the tightrope of road-rage
while snarled in smog; that of visiting a McDonald’s, the long queue; the fact
that to eat out is often more expensive, and ultimately less rewarding in
‘human’ terms than home-cooking. Towards the end of the book, Ritzer
counsels how to combat the process, arguing that this can be achieved
simply by going for the more ‘homely’, idiosyncratic and less efficient alter-
native; staying at the ‘B&B’, not the ‘McDonaldized” hotel chain; preferring
the local ‘greasy spoon’ to the franchise; enrolling at the small custom-
universities which eschew custom-made majors and working part-time,
feature on his list.

Ritzer conceives recreation as one of the few escape routes from the steady
rationalization of life (at this point you might wish to look back at the Puritan
perception of recreation as a point for comparison). However he believes that
the process of rationalization is so insidious that over the years even the
‘escape’ routes offered by recreation have themselves become rationalized on
the model of the fast-food chain:

‘For those Americans who wish to escape to less rationalized European society,
there is the package tour which rationalizes the process. People can efficiently see,
in a rigidly controlled manner, many sights, while staying in conveyances, stay-
ing in hotels, and eating in fast-food restaurants that are predictably like those
they are accustomed to at home. For those who wish to escape to the Caribbean,
there are resorts such as Club Med that offer a large number of routinized activi-
ties and where one can stay in predictable settings without ever venturing into the
unpredictability of native life on a Caribbean island. For those who want to flee
back to nature within the United States, there are rationalized campgrounds
where one can have little or no contact with the unpredictabilities of nature. One
can even remain in one’s camper and “enjoy” all of the rationalized forms of recre-
ation available at home — TV, VCR, Nintendo, CD player. The examples are legion,
but the point is that the escape routes from rationality have been rationalized.’
[Ritzer, 1993: 23]

While Ritzer’s argument is persuasive, it can be critiqued. For example, given
that ‘McDonaldization” is taken to be an inexorable process, how might it
explain the irruption of countercultural forces such as punk rock, rave culture
and animal rights activism which sprang from the grey ‘McDonaldized” loins
of suburbia? Such developments can hardly be accounted for by Ritzer’s idea
of ‘resistance” which Parker (1997) acidly avers is akin to asking people to use
a knife and fork rather than to eat with their fingers. The idea of
‘McDonaldization” as a Fordist machine which swallows all that it encounters
leads logically to the idea of the death of community. However, as we saw in
the previous chapter, Maffesoli argues that the idea of ‘community’ is being
reborn in the postmodern era as a new form of proxemics.

It is also difficult to know precisely whether Ritzer locates
‘McDonaldization” as something which is purely external to the individual
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who resists it or whether this forms part of the person’s identity. Through the
course of his book he talks of this as if it is an external constraint on the
human. This is reinforced through his use of Parson’s original translation of
the ‘iron-cage’ of modernity which surrounds the individual. Towards the
end of the book Ritzer seems to come closer to the view that
‘McDonaldization” is not purely external but is part of the makeup or fibre of
modern identity. He suggests that ‘McDonaldization” has become regarded
as such a desirable process that it is entered into for its own sake, as individ-
uals and members of institutions have come to value efficiency, calculability,
predictability and control. However his argument stresses that the primary
reason for this is externally motivated through the power of advertising. He
suggests that people come to adopt such values simply because McDonald’s
and other companies spend vast sums of money in persuading us that choos-
ing in favour of their offering is ‘really” more rational, convenient and sensi-
ble than the alternative. However Ritzer is also aware that consumers are not
merely passive dupes of corporate propaganda but may choose to lead
‘McDonaldized” lives because of the practical exigencies of their existence.
He is thus aware of the pressures imposed by changes in society, such as the
demise of the nuclear family, the increase in dual-career households and
increased time-pressure, as well as the role played by technology in facilitat-
ing McDonald’s-style operations. While these massive changes in the context
of consumption involving changes in the perceptions of space and time are
mentioned by Ritzer, they are back-lit in order not to steal the show from the
main act, which is ‘McDonaldization’. Let us now quest further to explore
the issue of the ‘McDonaldization” of global space.

The global machine: rationalization of global space

To what extent could it be argued that we are witnessing the rationalization
of global space? The authors of the UN Human Development Report argue
(1999: 28) that the world has been changed immeasurably during the past
decade through immense political, technological and economic change. They
note an ideological shift towards the liberalization of trade, increased
reliance upon the market and a diminishing role for the nation-state.
Somewhat acerbically they note that, as a result, foreign direct investment
poured into China, Vietnam, Poland and the Russian Federation ‘as did
McDonald’s, Hollywood movies and CNN real-time global news’ (1999: 28).
The growth of global capital was truly unprecedented during the dying
years of the last millennium. By then, US multinationals (MNCs) accounted
for more than a quarter of US GDP, or $2 trillion. Multinationals are becom-
ing even larger through the proliferation of takeovers and mergers (1999:
31/2). The revenues of giants such as General Motors ($164 billion) and Ford
Motor Co. ($147 billion) are greater than the GDP of countries such as
Thailand, Norway, Poland and South Africa, to name but a few. It should not
be surprising if the process of rationalization described by Ritzer is occurring
on a much grander scale.
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2.4.41 Themed spaces

The rise of themed spaces, such as the mall, the theme park and the themed
bar, has been such that several authors have written that this now forms the
basis for understanding the society which lies outside these themed envi-
ronments.

The planned shopping centre had humble beginnings before the Second
World War. In 1950 there were fewer than 100 shopping centres in the USA;
however forty years later there were nearly 35,000 offering a total of almost
235 km? (2.5 billion ft?) (see note ii). More recently the cultivation of bargain-
hunting consumers has seen the progressive rationalization of space through
‘boxification” (proliferation of box designs) of out-of-town sites by category
killers such as “Toys “SI" Us’, warehouse clubs such as Costco and deep
discounters like Walmart. Through the creation of themed spaces, the mall
seeks to go one better than reaching the bargain hunter, in offering to
exchange the chore of shopping for the fantasy of fun (at a price). While not
quite making it on the Internet, the ‘malling’ of the physical world has seen
airports and railway stations transformed to such an extent that the facilita-
tion of travel seems to have been relegated to an ancillary function. The mall
is a nested collection of rationalized spaces. The overall theme and design of
each zone has been calculated from the perspective of maximizing its
returns. Nothing is accidental.

The themed world is constructed on the basis of the image of the real
thing, as for example in the reconstruction of a mythical past, represented in
the nostalgic ideal of Disney’s ‘Main Street’. Some argue that the image is
now valued more than the ‘real thing’. The worldwide spread of Irish
‘theme’ bars such as ‘O’Neills’ contrives an identity based on a stereotype of
‘Irishness” suggesting that the pub is the centre of a welcoming Irish identity
which blends music, conviviality and Guinness in an enticing mix. While this
format is a novel caricature of most real Irish bars, the attraction has grown
to the extent that when visiting Dublin some tourists have asked “Are there
any Irish bars here?” — a question which might be regarded as being nonsen-
sical; however what they mean is ‘Are there any Irish (theme) bars here?” For
them, the deliberately contrived theme bar represents the ‘real’ Ireland. The
implication is that people have come to prefer and even to confuse the theme
situation (the hyper-reality) with the real thing (real Irish bars). And who can
blame them. ‘Real’ Irish bars may often seem old, draughty, dingy and
unwelcoming as opposed to their themed counterparts.

The model for all themed environments must be the multinational Disney
Corporation. From being a successful producer of films, the construction of
Disney World and EPCOT have provided models which have been copied
around the world. Disney has now branched out from being a provider of
entertainment via its film and theme-park businesses to enter the real world
by building its new model town of Celebration in Florida. Celebration is a
simulation, a town which is constructed on an image or model, in this case
the ‘wholesome’” image of Disney itself. In Celebration there is no town
government; Disney makes the rules. The company hands out booklets
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directing residents how to park their cars politely and specifies particular
coloured shrubs for gardens. Behind the scenes, Disney has consolidated a
lot of power. Florida’s lawmakers have allowed Disney to build its own
international airport and nuclear power plant, to run its own utilities, write
its own building codes and levy taxes. The issue of themed spaces is devel-
oped in more detail in relation to the discussion of semiotics at the end of
Chapter 5.

2.4.4.2 Surveillance

While themed spaces are designed specifically to facilitate the pleasurable
experience of walking through, browsing and, above all, spending money,
the people who walk through them are constantly on view. Remote surveil-
lance is now the rule rather than the exception in the context of consumption.
Surveillance now works at a number of levels. On one level video footage
may be used for monitoring ‘hot” and ‘cold” spots within stores in order to
try to increase the level of ‘footfall” within the store, as well as for surveil-
lance. At another level specialist research organizations offer their expertise
to ‘profile’ a company database according to their internal analysis of
consumer characteristics. In the UK these organizations will already have
access to individual data which is in the public realm, such as Census data.
Through their credit referencing systems they will also have information on
Court judgements and can tell whether a person has been in default on a
mobile phone or other bill. Add such data to a sophisticated in-house data-
base, like those maintained by the larger retail chains, and it would not be
unreasonable to suggest that the company would probably be able to tell you
some things about your consumption behaviour that you yourself were
unaware of. While this sort of surveillance is an example of the ‘few” watch-
ing and recording the actions of the ‘many’, this situation is reversed in other
contexts. For example mass media consumer affairs programmes and other
‘fly-on-the-wall” documentaries about ‘real-life” interaction allow the many
to observe the detailed consumption behaviours of a few people. The differ-
entiation of surveillance is a process which is happening simultaneously
around the globe and above it, at the level of the satellites which encircle it.

2.4.4.3 Global brands

The most potent visible sign of the growth of global capital is the brand.
Reputedly Coca-Cola sells roughly half of all global soft drinks and Gillette
retains an even larger share of the global shaving market, while McDonald’s
has now opened more than 25,000 restaurants worldwide. As Table 2.1
shows, the world’s biggest brands engage billions of dollars” worth of adver-
tising space. But how many of these are truly global operations? For many of
the companies shown in the table, the USA and/or western Europe consti-
tute the principal focus of activity.

The true extent of the global power of these companies tends to be masked
as they use different branding policies. For example Unilever, like many



Table 2.1
Company

Global brand power
Rank

1998/9 ad spend

Sample brands

Unilever

Nestlé

Coca-Cola

Ford Motor Co.
Mars

Henkel
McDonald’s

Ferrero

Benckiser

Kellogg's
Beiersdorf
Mattel
Disney

Diageo

British American
Tobacco

Time Warner

Bacardi
Sara Lee

American Express
Service

1

11
13

20

27

28

38

40
42

45

47

50
56

95

$3.7 bn ($3.1 bn)

$1.9 bn

$1.5 bn ($1.2 bn)
$2.4 bn ($1.2 bn)
$1.1 bn ($793 m)
$700 m ($699 m)
$1.2 bn ($592 m)
$581 m ($559 m)

$491 m ($386 m)

$404 m ($302 m)
$342 m ($324 m)

$516 m ($272 m)
$1.1 bn ($263 m)

$917 m ($254 m)

$319 m ($235 m)

$1.1 bn ($226 m)

$227 m ($203 m)
$340 m ($183 m)

$382 m ( $83 m)

Global brands: Lux, Dove, Organics
and Magnum

Others: Bertolli, Blue Band, Flora,
| Can’t Believe It's Not Butter!,
Cornetto, Solero, Lipton, Calvé,
Ragu, Bird’s Eye, Gorton's, PG
Tips, Chicken Tonight, Jif,
Domestos, Omo, Ala, Snuggle,
Persil, Rinso, Sun, Sunlight, Surf,
Vim, Wisk, Axe and Lynx, Calvin
Klein, Close-Up,

Nescafé, Crosse & Blackwell,
Perrier, Spillers — major interest in
L'Oréal

Coke, Cherry Cola, Sprite, iced
coffee

BMW and Mazda - Jaguar, Aston-
Martin, Lincoln, Mercury, Volvo
cars

Schwarzkopf & Henkel, Persil,
Theramed, Loctite, Clorox, Manco
25,000 restaurants worldwide

Mon Cheri and Ferrero Rocher,
Nutella, Kinder Surprise chocolate
eggs, Tic Tac mints

Electrasol, Calgon and Finish, Coty
(From 1999 Reckitt & Colman
brands, Disprin, Lemsip, Harpic,
Mr. Sheen, Dettol)

Nivea, Labello, Atrixo, Hansaplast
medical dressings and Tesa
adhesive tape

Barbie, Fisher-Price, Matchbox,
Cabbage Patch Kids

Mickey Mouse etc.

Guinness, Baileys, Malibu, J&B,
Burger King, Seagram (with Pernod
Ricard)

State Express 555, Dunhill,
Rothmans, Benson & Hedges,
Lucky Strike, Kent, Peter
Stuyvesant, John Player Gold Leaf
and Winfield.

CNN, Time Magazine, Bugs Bunny,
Friends, ER

akery products, Douwe Egberts,
Kiwi Shoe Polish, Brylcreem hair
gel, Radox bath salts, Playtex, Dim
and Wonderbra

American Express Card & Travel

Source: Derived from Marketing Information Net Directory URL: http://www.mind-
advertising.com and from company supplied data. Figures in brackets denote expenditure

outside the USA.
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other companies, employs an ‘individual’ brand policy, which effectively
masks the relation between the brand and the company which stands behind
it. However only a proportion of brands are marketed on a truly global basis.
British American Tobacco (BAT) divides brands into three categories: inter-
national (Rothmans, Dunhill); regional (Belmont, Embassy); and national
(HB, Jockey Club) brands. Unilever has changed its position with respect to
global branding. Up until the end of 2000, the company tailored brands to
the needs of different regions and countries, in addition to promoting their
‘global’ brands such as Lux, Dove, Organics and Magnum. At the end of that
year however, they announced plans to dispose of 75 per cent of their
‘regional” brands to focus on the global ‘power” brands. However even
where the same standard physical product is offered globally, the actual
presentation of the brand offering may vary radically in terms of the target
market and the marketing programme which is used to support the brand-
position. Finally it remains the case that most trade takes place within coun-
tries and regions and that despite their apparently vast scale, particularly
their colonization of space through advertising, the global brands still repre-
sent a comparatively small proportion of overall global expenditure on
goods and services.

The production of consumption-related identities

Is there such a thing as a ‘global’ consumer? This question may be raised at
a number of levels. The first level to be explored below is the extent to which
the inclusion, exclusion, longing for and hatred of consumer society can
provide resources for identity formation in a range of global contexts. The
quite different question which relates to the homogenization of consumer
identity is addressed in the next section. Figure 2.2 is based upon the idea of
the semiotic square devised by Greimas. The idea behind this is that the
meaning of a concept such as consumption is largely captured by what it is
not. Starting at the top left-hand quadrant, the mainstream identity within
consumer society is represented by the integrated consumer; consumers and
tourists are included and integrated into consumer society, as they broadly
believe that consumption is a good thing. Immediately below consumers are
those consumers who feel disaffected from consumer society in some way.
Such disaffection may take form in actions such as vegetarianism or road-
protesting. To the right of consumers, oppositional groupings include reac-
tionaries such as fundamentalists and revolutionaries. Diagonally opposite
consumers, the bottom-right quadrant contains the underclass or ‘quarte
monde’ in “advanced’ consumer societies and peasants in ‘developing’ soci-
eties, who together constitute four-fifths of the world’s population which is
excluded from the consumer feast and who currently remain largely recon-
ciled to their fate. Finally we discuss three liminal identity positions. The
word ‘liminal” was used by V.W. Turner to describe those identities which are
‘in-between’, or in a state of transition. As we shall see, such liminal or tran-
sitional spaces open up a paradoxical space whereby the bearer is freed from
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INTEGRATED _ » ANTI-
CONSUMERS CONSUNMPTION
Consumers Revolutionaries
Tourists \ LIMINAL / Fundamentalists

Voluntary

simplifiers

Youth

Criminals
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DISAFFECTED EXCLUDED
CONSUMERS «———————» CONSUMPTION
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Road-protestors Poor

Figure 2.2 Consuming space as a resource for the construction of
identity

one set of constraints but is in danger of being fixed by another set. The limi-
nal identity positions discussed here include voluntary simplifiers, youth
and criminals.

Note that Figure 2.2 has been designed more to form the basis for discus-
sion rather than being posed as a model. The arrows are intended to illus-
trate the possibility for mobility between the identities specified.

2.45.1 Integrated consumers

The ideal of the integrated consumer is the engine that drives consumer soci-
ety. The ultimate responsibility of the consumer is to sustain constant
economic growth. The stereotypical face of the rationalized consumer which
still peers out at us via a host of media, including marketing textbooks, is that
of a woman. The story goes that since the division of labour which took place
during the eighteenth century, men went to work while women stayed at
home (a suburban ‘box’) where she nurtured her children and serviced the
consumption needs of the household. The stereotype then unfolds that
production is associated with the world of power and of men; consumption
with the world of women; that marketers have traditionally treated the
(female) consumer as being passive and stupid. The story then suggests that
as gender boundaries have begun to blur in Western societies so consump-
tion has changed its nature. The contemporary consumer is now seen to be
active, competent and in control.

Like all stereotypes, there is a kernel of truth in this story. Many women
are ‘homemakers’, live in suburbia and have been patronized for decades by
advertisers. Recent research by Colin Campbell (1997) lends support to the
view that women tend to enjoy shopping (well at least the less-boring non-
supermarket variety), while most men hate it. However the story of the rela-
tions between marketers and women is much more complex than this. For
example Ewen’s (1976) account of the development of consumerism in the
1920s tells the story that, as US women began to enter the workforce, they
were enticed to trade in their traditional forms of consumption which
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demanded heavy expenditure of their productive energy in making clothes,
hand-washing, baking, cooking and cleaning, for the ready-made goods of
the marketplace. However this story is not just about the loss of productive
skills and of the resultant commodification of women. In chapter 5 of his
book, Ewen also relates that this occurred at the same time as the traditional
patriarchal role of the male, now a wage-slave in the productive apparatus,
was diminishing. At this time industry and advertisers recognized the power
of the woman as a decision maker in her own right. Ads appealed directly to
women, who were not seen to be a mere appendage to her husband. In fact
the situation was the reverse of this (see note iii). As Ewen says:

‘Thus while women were cultivated as general purchasing managers for the
household, the basic definition of men in the ads was as bread-winners, wage-
earners. Man’s role was divested of all social authority, except insofar as his
wages underwrote family consumption.’ [1976: 153]

It is not difficult to understand why in the USA of the 1920s advertisers clev-
erly associated the appeal of their modern new products with modern liber-
ated women, for while both may have had quite different reasons, they had
a common aim, the defeat of traditional values.

As opposed to many who are poor, consumers have a certain leeway or
freedom of expression with respect to identity; consumer society itself offers
an extensive palette of commodity identities. Consumers may become acti-
vated through a sense of moral concern or through boredom to play with
more countercultural identities, perhaps through ‘becoming’ a part-time
road-protestor or part-time anti-capitalist demonstrator. However the
consumer lifestyle is anything but comfortable. Consumers are prey for crim-
inals as is testified to by their embrace of loft-living and gated communities.
The increasingly frenetic consumer lifestyle (discussed below) has led some
to become voluntary simplifiers.

The tourist represents that aspect of the consumer when she or he is on the
move, whether this is on business or holiday. Decreasing ‘real” costs of air
travel (which do not cover the real environmental costs) have led to a huge
increase in the number of people visiting tourist destinations. According to
the UK Office for National Statistics, overseas visits to the UK in the three
months to July 1999 numbered 6.4 million, while the number of UK resi-
dents’ visits abroad came to 13.6 million for the same period.

2.45.2 Disaffected consumers

Many consumers are disaffected with some aspect of the society in which
they live. This means that they are unhappy with at least one aspect of
consumption and as a consequence seek to reduce their own consumption
and perhaps that of others, in some way. Some are unhappy with a particu-
lar aspect of this society and construct an identity around a particular issue,
such as the exploitation of labour or animals; others feel more generally
disaffected about the entire system of consumption. Let us consider the
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creation of issue-based identities first. While all vegetarians abstain from
eating meat-products, a minority do so for animal welfare reasons. Because
of its moral base, vegetarianism forms a key component of the identity for
this latter group. Some vegetarians will confine their disaffection to their
own consumption lifestyle — simply by maintaining a ‘meat-free’ lifestyle.
Others may go further in joining a group such as the Vegetarian Society.
Some may be drawn by association into related areas concerned with animal
welfare, including anti-vivisection groups and the anti-fur lobby. At its most
extreme, such disaffection may stray over the line from inclusion to exclu-
sion, for example where a person joins a group such as the UK Animal
Liberation Front, which has been proscribed by the government as a terror-
ist organization. Disaffected consumers may find solace in a range of iden-
tity-building activities, ranging from road-protesting to new-age spirituality.
Alongside issue-based groups there are others which tend to engage in a
more wholehearted rejection of values encapsulated in ‘anti-capitalism’
demonstrations. That these ‘tribal” identities are more transient and fluid is
perhaps unsurprising, given that youth constitutes a large proportion of the
overall membership. Such groups often engage in forms of direct action, for
example in seeking to restrict the development of new spaces for consump-
tion by staging public occupations of sites for proposed new airports, super-
markets and motorways. While such forms of protest may seem to be a
relatively new phenomenon, in Great Britain there is a long tradition of such
protest (see McKay, 1996).

2.45.3 Anti-consumerism

While one could argue that disaffected consumers are to an extent anti-
consumerist, there is a tendency which finds its purest form in the groups
discussed here. The key defining characteristic from the groups discussed in
this section is that those who are disaffected are also able to function
‘normally’ within consumer society, which they do not ultimately wish to
destroy but to improve. The anti-consumerist groups occupy a variety of
stances against what they perceive to be the dangers of consumerism (see
note iv). Bauman argues that the fundamentalist identity is a specifically
modern form as it arises as a reaction to the forces of modernism, including
the extension of commodity culture. For fundamentalists, consumer society
can seem to represent a whole range of insidious values, often based on
stereotypical ‘US’ values: the levelling down of traditional culture, material-
ism, the spread of rampant individualism and consequent loss of commu-
nity. While fundamentalists reach for the immutable values of religion,
revolutionaries are future-oriented in seeking to transcend the capitalist
order. The revolutionary identity is thus modern to the extent that its aims
are in ‘sympathy’ with the modernizing process concerned with undoing
and transcending the existing order. The Cuban Che Guevara is an exemplar
of the classic revolutionary figure who sought to raise the consciousness of
South American peasants to further the cause of communism and the over-
throw of capitalism. As Manuel Castells (1997) notes, the composition of
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revolutionary groups is not at all clear cut. The Zapatista revolutionary
movement which has had a large amount of success in the Chiapas region of
Mexico was composed of at least two groups of people, of radical left-wing
intellectuals who saw the revolution as the path to a better society, and of
peasants who on the contrary wanted to gain entry to the consumer society.

2.45.4 Excluded identities

In the world where the consumer is king, one-fifth of the population is
excluded because they are poor. The poor live a life of involuntary simplic-
ity; they have no option but to be poor. The gap between the rich and poor is
widening. At the millennium the ‘top’ fifth of countries controlled 86 per cent
of world GNP, 82 per cent of world export markets, 68 per cent of foreign
direct investment and 74 per cent of world telephone lines; the ‘bottom’” fifth
of countries controlled just 1 per cent of each (UN Human Development
Report, 1999: 3). Perhaps more startling is the knowledge that the world’s
225 richest people have a combined wealth of over $1 trillion, which is equal
to the annual income of the poorest 47 per cent of the world’s poorest people
(2.5 billion people) (UN Human Development Report, 1998: 30). Linda
Alwitt (1996) notes that in addition to being economically disadvantaged,
poor people are treated as outsiders or strangers within consumer societies,
thus increasing their separation from the mainstream. For poor people the
marketing exchange is usually unbalanced in favour of the marketer. As a
result of this imbalance, not only do poor people have restricted access to the
world of goods, they must pay more for goods and services in many market-
ing exchanges.

Poverty is a relative concept. For example in 1996, whereas 19 children per
thousand born died before the age of five in Cyprus, the corresponding
figure in Sierra Leone was 448 per thousand. In similar vein in 1995, 3 per
cent of people in Cyprus and 50 per cent of those born in Sierra Leone could
not expect to live to the age of forty. The same stark pattern is repeated across
a range of indicators: adult literacy, underweight children, GDP per capita,
sanitation, access to safe water and daily calorific supply. Even the poor in
developed countries might seem to be well off given these comparisons.
However this denies an essential aspect of poverty, which is its association
with social exclusion. For example William J. Wilson (1987) was moved to
write of a new phenomenon which he detected in US society, the underclass.
Wilson described the underclass in terms of six characteristics:

‘residence in a space isolated from other social classes; long-term joblessness;
consequentially, female headed households; absence of training and skills; long
spells of poverty and welfare dependency; and a tendency to engage in street
crime.’ [Lash and Urry, 1994: 148]

According to Wilson, the underclass was created as the result of the depar-
ture of working-class and middle-class families from urban inner-city areas
in the USA. During the course of the 1980s and 1990s poverty progressively
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shifted to the young as the result of government policy changes and the dete-
rioration of the labour market. Linked to this was a huge rise in female-
headed families living in bereft inner-city areas which Lash and Urry (1994)
call impacted ghettoes.

Regardless of where they live, the poor tend to have shorter lives than
others. The past century has seen a massive increase in life expectancy for
men and women born in developed countries. Life expectancy in England
and Wales increased from 52 years for men, and 55 years for women in 1910,
to 74 years and 79 years respectively in 1994. Over the same period, infant
mortality fell from 105 per thousand to 6 per thousand. However this
progress masks a considerable variation which is due to social classification.
For example inequalities in health in the UK are standardized according to
the SMR, or Standard Mortality Ratio. SMRs below 100 indicate lower than
average mortality whereas a high SMR, for example 200, would indicate
twice as many observed deaths as expected. According to this criterion those
in Social Class V (the poorest) have mortality rates well in excess of other
social groups for deaths by stroke, ischaemic heart disease, lung cancer, acci-
dental death and suicide, and have the rate of one and a half times the SMR
of the nearest class (see note v). In all there is a difference of five years in life
expectancy between men in Social Classes I/II and IV/V. While class
inequality decreased in the 1920s, it increased again in the 1960s and by the
1970s it was greater than it had been in the early part of the century. The
Black research group, which was set up in 1977 to investigate this lack of
progress, concluded that social inequalities in health could be blamed in the
main on socio-economic factors.

The picture is equally bleak with respect to mental health. For both
depressive episodes in men and obsessive-compulsive disorders in women,
individuals in Social Class V are much more likely to report symptoms than
those in other social classes (see note vi). Those in Social Class V are also
prone to higher blood pressure which is a risk factor for several major
diseases including coronary heart disease and stroke.

There are also clear indications of social class effects with respect to
consumption. According to the National Food Survey (1995) consumption of
fats and sugars increases with decreasing income; with income group El,
households without an earner with an income of over £140 per week,
consume on average 300 grams of fat per day, nearly twice that consumed by
income group A. Fruit consumption decreases with decreasing income.
Income group D, households with one or more earners and income of less
than £140 per week, consume an average of 65 per cent less fruit than income
group A (see note vii). As we shall discuss in Chapter 10, those in lower
socio-economic groups are also more likely to smoke cigarettes.

Over the ages the poor have sought to advance their position through
forming alliances with disaffected intellectuals and revolutionaries. The
irony is that while revolutionaries are motivated by a desire to destroy the
‘system’ in order to transcend it, the poor simply want to gain admission to
it. In the UK, groups such as Telco, Impact and Citizens are connected
through a national network to the Community Organising Foundation
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(COF), which, according to some reports, has drawn more than 100,000
people into direct action so far (see note viii). Actions include hundreds of
group members joining a Building Society to persuade it to give 1 per cent of
its pre-tax profits to local homeless people, direct action to persuade large
employers to take on local labour, targeting of polluting factories and bad
service supermarkets, and a campaign to urge banks to reopen branches in
poor and isolated areas.

2.45.5 Liminal identities

Liminal identities are in a state of transition ‘betwixt and between’ other
identities. To this extent there is a sense of flow and freedom associated with
the identities of youth, voluntary simplifiers and criminals. On the other
hand such identities are often transient; youth grows older and becomes
more set in its way, simplifiers are often relegated to the ranks of the poor,
and criminals are often caught (or so the government tell us).

The voluntary simplicity lifestyle, which has been described by a number
of authors, most notably by Elgin (1993), adopts goals of moral behaviour,
spiritual growth and self-actualization, with emphasis placed on ecological
responsibility and self-sufficiency. Voluntary simplifiers often start out as
well-positioned ‘integrated” consumers whose frenetic lifestyle leads them to
re-evaluate their position and ultimately to make the decision to live a frugal
life in order to liberate themselves from what Schor calls the ‘squirrel-wheel’
of work-spend, to free themselves of the clutter of too many possessions and
to live a ‘frugal’ life in order to get close to nature. In comparison with the
voluntary simplifier, the life of the consumer is either involuntarily or volun-
tarily complex, in that he or she actively enjoys or perhaps stoically endures
the complexities of managing life in contemporary consumer society.
Rudmin and Kilbourne (1996) have written an insightful piece on the para-
doxical position of voluntary simplifiers. The risk, and indeed the likelihood
for the integrated consumer who seeks to become a voluntary simplifier is
that they become ‘involuntary simplifiers” and join the ranks of the poor who
have no choice but to be poor. The position of voluntary simplicity is thus
perched on the edge between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’. Rudmin and
Kilbourne note that consequently the voluntary simplicity lifestyle may
appear to have a false or ersatz quality to it; to the poor, these may appear to
be rich people who are merely playing at poverty; to their ex-colleagues in
business or journalism, they may seem to be foolish, even crazy.

Youth is another group which is ‘betwixt and between’ categories, caught
between the certainties and dependence of childhood and the anxieties and
responsibilities of adulthood. Since ‘teenagers’ came on the scene in the
1930s (Danesi, 1994), youth movements have not simply comprised a target
for the creation of commodity identities; emergent youth styles, particularly
countercultural styles, have been raided by marketers and recycled into
mainstream fashion. Youth is not of course a simple category but is
composed of many different streams. Nevertheless one could assert that
youth tends to play an ambivalent role in relation to consumer society and
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consumption. On the one hand it rejects those objects which are seen to
represent those aspects of the cultural mainstream against which it differen-
tiates itself. On the other hand youth uses objects as vehicles to craft its own
identity. For example working-class youth styles of the 1950s included
‘Teddy Boys” whose style involved velvet ‘drape’ suits with skintight
trousers, custom shirts with shoestring ties and ‘winkle picker” shoes. The
investment which a “Teddy Boy’ made in constructing this style could not be
taken lightly; together these could amount to several months” wages. Like
the Teds, other youth lifestyle movements have actively embraced commod-
ity identities. For example the ownership of a Piaggio or Lambretta scooter
was central to the style of the UK ‘mod’ scene of the 1960s; but this extended
to many other forms of commodity-based consumption. Other groups such
as the ‘beats’” (1950s), ‘hippies’ (1960s) and ‘punk’ tended to reject
consumerist values. In the early 1990s UK Rave culture started sponta-
neously with groups such as the Exodus collective initiating informal open-
air parties. As one member recalls, 150 people turned up on the first night,
1000 on the third night and soon after crowds of over 10,000 would join in an
all-night experience (see note ix). Such open-air raves soon moved into huge
edge-of-town warehouses, leading to the growth of ‘house’ parties that
incorporated massive ‘stacks’, a wall of speakers 12 feet high and 30 feet
across, free access to water and ‘E’ (the ‘house’ drug, of which an estimated
one million tablets were consumed per week) (see note x). Early spontaneous
raves were organized on the basis of a ‘gift’ community. They were ‘free’,
organized either by local collectives or by ‘travellers’ who arranged some-
what arbitrary ‘bucket” collections, the proceeds of which were used to buy
bigger ‘stacks’ and for other projects which were regarded as being ‘worth-
while’. The folklore of this movement recalls the growing commercialization
of raves.

The story of hip-hop band Run-DMC exemplifies the ambivalence of the
position of US black youth. In the early 1980s, hip-hop, which had started in
the 1970s as the expression of poor and working-class black youth in the
South Bronx, relocated to middle-class Queens. Run-DMC was the standard
bearer for this second wave of hip-hop, maintaining the music’s minimalist
‘street’ sound but writing its own music (most, though not all, of the first
wave’s tunes were lifted from popular songs of the day), and raising the
standard for complex wordplay in lyrics delivered at high speed, internal
rhymes and puns all over the place. ‘Raising Hell’, which came out in 1986,
was a massive crossover hit, the commercial breakthrough which cemented
their success. One reviewer of the album said ‘There is some real good stuff
on here, although the socially-conscious numbers (‘Proud To Be Black’) are
soft-pedalled in favour of harmless humour (“You Be Illin’), corporate
endorsements (‘My Adidas’) and misogyny (‘Dumb Girl’). As the result of
their ‘Adidas’ rap, Run-DMC projected the brand into the stratosphere.

Criminals are described as being a liminal group because they potentially
stride the barriers which lie ‘betwixt and between’ several worlds: the world
of crime and the straight world which the criminal despises; the world of
poverty and that of affluence; the free world ‘outside” and that of prison
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‘inside’. Criminal proceeds account for a huge proportion of global trade.
Take illegal drugs. By the millennium, the total value of the illegal drug trade
was estimated to be $400 billion, constituting 8 per cent of world trade. It is
estimated that there are now 200 million drug users around the world
(Human Development Report, 1999: 41). Many crimes, and in particular
those connected with consumption, are not committed by hardened crimi-
nals. Cecilia Fredriksson describes instances of criminality within the
Swedish department store EPA. During the depression of the 1930s, EPA
formed a shelter for the unemployed who availed themselves of its warmth
and cheap coffee. EPA was the first chain of stores where everyone was
allowed to visit and could stroll freely around without being asked if they
required assistance. The self-service system avoided this form of control.
While it offered a new sense of space and freedom inside the store, it was also
easy to disappear into the crowd and to slip something into your bag or
pocket.

Shoplifting comprised one-third of goods stolen, with the remainder taken
during delivery or by staff. Fredriksson found it difficult to compile accurate
data for shoplifting as staff often chose not to report young people and old
people. In the early nineteenth century, shoplifting was described as a form
of loss of control embodied in ‘kleptomania’, an urban sickness that afflicted
people who were not in control of their senses. The explanation for this
behaviour was that the variety of goods on display in the new department
stores was too much for some people. The typical kleptomaniac was a
middle-class woman. It has since been argued that the medicalization of such
theft provided a convenient means for explaining an otherwise illogical and
unacceptable threat to moral values: the idea that middle-class women,
‘pillars of society’, could also be common criminals. Towards the end of the
nineteenth century, the explanation for shoplifting changed. Now it was
considered that the milieu of the store exposed customers to temptation,
creating a new acquisitiveness. Such people could be distinguished from
another, arguably more dangerous shoplifter, the ‘shop-rat’. Shop-rats used
the crowd and clutter of the department store to steal from other customers.
However the most common form of shoplifter, but one that was rarely
brought to the attention of the police, were young children, and in particular
young boys who engaged in this activity as a form of ‘dare’.

Globalization of identity

From the above it can be seen that consumption provides resources for the
construction of a diverse range of identities. This thus provides some limited
support to the contention made by Fukuyama (1992) who argues that in the
era of the global triumph of capitalism, consumer goods begin to play a key
role in satisfying the human desire for recognition. It is thus fair to say that
consumerism is at least a global aspiration and if consumers around the
world progressively become more affluent so they will have further means
for realizing this. This in turn should provide a rallying point for those who
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wish to oppose consumption or to reduce its effects. To this extent one might
conditionally agree with the contention that identity has been rationalized in
the modern age. This gives rise to two other important questions:

¢ Is the diversity of global values and cultures being levelled down and
homogenized by a bland, uniform Western culture?

¢ Can consumer culture be said to substitute economic individualism for the
ties of the local community?

These questions are discussed in the next two sub-sections.

2.4.6.1 Globalization as Coca-colonization

Often referred to as ‘Coca-colonization’ this argument, which is usually pejo-
rative, insinuates that globalization is in fact ‘Americanization’. Put some-
what crudely, this suggests that the USA is an ‘advanced’ consumer culture
which through the massive propagation of its bland, individualist,
consumerist values, overwhelms the cultural and communitarian bonds of
traditional societies, converting them into mini-versions of itself.

We have already discussed the domination of global markets by ‘northern’
brands and of global communications by ‘northern” media. But does this
lead to the homogenization of values? Take the example of Coca-Cola.
According to Levitt, a key aspect of Coke identity is that it should look the
same and taste the same no matter where you are. One might therefore
conclude that Coke is proof for the existence of the global consumer. In
discussing this question Joy and Wallendorf argue (1996: 132) that although
it is true that Coke is consumed in a number of ‘developing’ nations, we do
not know the myriad of meanings it assumes in these varied contexts. In his
study of Trinidadian identity, Daniel Miller found that Trinidadians identify
Coke with ‘blackness” and its chief competitor, Red Cola (which is produced
by Indians), with ‘redness’. Thus within Trinidadian culture cola has become
a vehicle for signifying identity (who you are) to others. This is not to suggest
that black people drink only Coke and Indians drink only Red Cola. Many
Indians like to drink Coke in order to identify with the values associated
with it, while many blacks drink Red Cola. What are the implications of
Miller’s study for the understanding of globalization? The globalization
argument suggests that global brands carry with them the values of their
country of origin. In this case the argument would be that, in drinking Coke,
Trinidadians would be literally swallowing US culture. Miller found that this
is not the case and that the ‘global’ brand Coke was incorporated into the
construction of Trinidadian identity in a unique way which reflected the
customs and signifying practices of those living in the island. So, the same
global brand or signifier, ‘Coke’, is decoded differently and can signify differ-
ent things, according to the code which is used to decode its meaning, and
the point of view of the receiver.

In any case it would be disingenuous to imply that globalization is all one
way. Salsa music, Thai cuisine and many other traditions have spread glob-
ally, and more nations are becoming multi-ethnic. Having said all of that, the
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term ‘Coca-colonization” was never intended to describe a process of
progressive homogenization but rather one of alienation. The term was
reputedly coined by Jean Ki-Zerbo, an anthropologist from Upper Volta, in
his address on behalf of African developing countries to a conference held at
the Sorbonne (Cinquin, 1987). In his address Ki-Zerbo was most critical of
the manner by which villagers found themselves swamped by ‘implements
made of plastic and provided by the dominant economy’. The point made by
Ki-Zerbo was that the people could not recognize themselves (their work or
value) in things which they had not produced themselves. This point is also
made by Daniel Miller who argues that the idea that consumer culture is
inherently “Western’

‘is probably as insidious as the relative inequalities in wealth in sundering people
from the goods in which they increasingly live. [1996: 157]

Miller argues that this representation creates severe difficulties for those
peoples who are characterized as peripheral. Furthermore his research in
Trinidad revealed that the main difficulty experienced by people with
respect to consumer goods was not their inability to purchase them, but their
inability to respect either their own local production or local consumption.
For example he offers the following explanation for one Trinidadian’s obes-
sion with blue jeans — he had 25 pairs in all:

‘It became clear that underlying this obsessive purchasing was the sense that
although he could buy them, he could never feel a sense of possession. As long as
commodities are seen as authentically American, his wearing of them seemed
inauthentic.’

2.4.6.2 Individualization: destruction of community?

Another claim is that global commodity culture individualizes culture and
destroys bonds of community. This is an important point which forms a key
theme in this text. For example Elias’s central argument is about the individ-
ualization of what he calls ‘self-steering’ mechanisms, which arose as the
consequence of the development towards a ‘court-society’. However the
development of a commodity culture plays a peripheral role in Elias’s expla-
nation. You may also remember that while the European Values Survey
confirms that economic individualism increased in most countries in Europe
during the 1980s, this individualism did not permeate through all modes of
behaviour. As we shall see in Chapter 7, which discusses the consuming
body, Pasi Falk (1994) argues that the decline in the ritual family meal and
the rise of snacking is a key determinant in loosing the bonds of community.
While Daniel Miller argues that capitalism seems to thrive well in collectivist
cultures without prejudicing their collective nature, Falk argues that there is
in fact an inexorable drift towards individualization. In arguing for the exis-
tence of neo-tribes, Maffesoli is also arguing that a quite different, less artic-
ulated and differentiated form of community is emerging. At present the
issue is still open to debate. Some might argue that the ‘one-child” policy in
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China has resulted in a form of individualization in a formerly collective
culture. This policy resulted in female infanticide to the extent that in 1992 it
was estimated there were 20 million fewer women than men. As a result
China’s ‘Little (male) Emperors’ stand at the centre of attention for their
grandparents and parents. It is estimated that in China in 1996 there were 250
million young men aged between 5 and 14 years old and following from the
lack of women in society it is anticipated that these will be lonely young
men, with high expectations (see note xi). However the creation of the ‘Little
Emperors’, though complex, can be explained more by recourse to ‘culturally
pragmatic’ responses to shifts in government policy in order to curb future
overconsumption, than to the advent of consumerism.

Discussion

This look at modernism through the theoretical lens outlined by Max Weber
has emphasized the progressive rationalization of space in modernity.
Authors have argued that this has occurred through a focus on efficiency,
predictability, calculability and control. Neologisms such as
‘McDonaldization” and ‘Coca-colonization” were discussed in relation to the
rationalization and globalization of consuming spaces. This suggests that
through processes of rationalization everything comes to resemble every-
thing else, so that ultimately all that is magical and uniquely expressive of a
way of life is lost. As we have seen, it is not difficult to prove that consumer
society has had a major effect on the organization of space; from the prolif-
eration of monotonous strip-developments which seem to be inevitably
populated by the ‘McCompanies’ of the world, to the spread of global
brands. However the discussion of globalization indicated that just because
everything begins to look the same does not necessarily lead to the conclu-
sion that there is a homogenized global culture. This is because the same
goods can signify different things to people in different cultures. Martin
Parker (1997), among others, is concerned at the apparent cultural elitism of
this critique which pours scorn on establishments such as Disney and
McDonald’s which are taken to be emblematic of the popular. He notes that
the critique seems to miss the point that most people value and enjoy the
standards and levels of service provided by them and goes on to argue that
at base level the critique may seem to boil down to little more than a crude
form of anti-Americanism. As we have pointed out here, the traffic in glob-
alization is not all one-way as national foods, dance-cultures and music
become transformed into the international arena.

One might argue that as a consequence of rationalization, time and space
have themselves become separated from one another. How has this
happened? Anthony Giddens argues that in premodern settings, time and
space were connected through the situatedness of place. The separation of
time from space involved the creation of an abstract or empty dimension of
time. This was achieved through the invention of the mechanical clock with
its neat divisions into hours and minutes. In modern life we take it for
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granted that the measurement of time by clocks is standardized around the
world and that this makes possible the complex international transport and
communications systems on which our lives depend. However it was not
until a conference convened in Washington in 1884 that agreement was
reached on partitioning the world into twenty-four time zones, each one
hour apart. Combined with the universal dating system this means that our
experience of space and time is quite different from that of those premodern
societies where, depending on the place where one lived, the perception of
time was related to local custom, which was in turn influenced by the
rhythms of the seasons and the available hours of daylight.

For Giddens the global modern map performs a similar role to that of the
mechanical clock in that it ‘empties out” space. By this he means that it repro-
duces the place of community, where time and place are sewn together as a
place for living in. The global map replaces this with abstract gridlines struc-
tured by an abstract ‘view from nowhere’, which fashions a place which is
conducive to those strangers who wish to travel through it (tourists) as
opposed to those who live in it (community).

So the world in which we live is rationalized from top to bottom, inside
and out. But does that lead us to assume that as a result this is a world where
everything is the same, where all is homogenized and subject to rational
control, which as a result is more likely to be stable and boring rather than
being turbulent? The answer (which is ‘no’) is discussed in more detail
below.

KARL MARX: MELTING MODERNITY

So far, the modernizing process has been discussed with respect to the
process of rationalization. Here we discuss a radically different view which
insists that modernity is best characterized by the idea of ‘creative destruc-
tion’, of constant change and flux. The geographer David Harvey says that
modernism ‘takes as one of its missions the production of new meanings for
space and time in a world of ephemerality and fragmentation” (1989: 216).
Harvey’s position is based on that of Karl Marx, whose work is discussed
here.

Against the “Weberian’” notion of ‘administered man’, Karl Marx argues
that the spirit of capitalist modernization is better conceived of as involving
struggle, contradiction and change. In this ‘McDonaldized” age, characteris-
tic of the ‘one-liner’, we should not be too surprised to note that, of all his
vast output, Marx should become known for the simple phrase ‘all that is
solid melts into air’. Yet this phrase encapsulates a great deal of the force of
Marx’s arguments about capitalist modernization. Like Max Weber, Marx
was keen to explore the dynamics of modern bourgeois society. The above
quote comes at the high-point of a discussion of modern bourgeois society.
Marshal Berman provides an admirable summary of Marx’s explanation for
this:
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‘First of all, there is the emergence of a world market. As it spreads, it absorbs and
destroys whatever local and regional markets it touches. Production and
consumption — and human needs - become increasingly international and
cosmopolitan. The scope of human desires and demands is enlarged far beyond
the capacities of local industries, which subsequently collapse. The scale of
communications becomes worldwide, and technologically sophisticated mass
media emerge. Capital is concentrated increasingly in a few hands. Independent
peasants and artisans cannot compete with capitalist mass production, and they
are forced to leave the land and to close their workshops. Production is increas-
ingly centralized and rationalized in highly automated factories. (It is no different
in the country where farms become ‘factories in the field’, and the peasants who
do not leave the countryside are transformed into agricultural proletarians.) Vast
numbers of the uprooted poor pour into cities, which grow almost magically —
and cataclysmically — overnight. In order for these changes to go on with relative
smoothness, some legal, fiscal and administrative centralization must take place;
and it does take place wherever capitalism goes. National states arise and accu-
mulate great power, although that power is greatly undermined by capital’s inter-
national scope. Meanwhile industrial workers gradually awaken to some sort of
class consciousness and activate themselves against the acute misery and chronic
oppression in which they live.’ [1982: 91]

Berman notes how, as we read this, we find ourselves on familiar ground, as
these processes are still at work in the world a century after Marx wrote
about them. Two factors are at the heart of his concern; first, the annihilation
of space through time, which relates to the perpetual upheaval and renewal
in the entire fabric of personal and social life; secondly, the fetishism of
commodities, whereby under industrial capitalism the market appears to
stand aloof from society like a great god.

2.5.1 Marx and the fetishism of commodities

We have already described how global culture is now, at least in part, a
commodity culture. As we shall see in the next chapter which discusses
consuming power, liberal discourse argues for the extension of the ‘freedom’
of the marketplace to all. The identity conferred upon the consumer is simi-
lar to that of the citizen with the exception that the consumers’ ‘votes’ are
numbered by their relative resources. No matter, every consumer receives
equal protection under the law. The central idea behind the fetishism of
commodities is that this seemingly egalitarian system which works for the
greatest good of the greatest number, masks gross inequalities and
inequities, particularly in the area of production.

The ways in which consumer goods are advertised or presented for sale
lead to a focus on their present state. Consumers rarely learn, nor usually do
they enquire, about the origins of the goods which they have bought, what
these goods contain and what will happen to them when they are discarded.
Such thoughts are conveniently pushed aside in the advertising or the shop-
ping context. The only other ways in which we might learn about the other-
wise hidden spaces of production and disposal are via the fairly predictable
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format of the television or newspaper exposé featuring the exploitation of
some distant workforce or the illegal or dangerous dumping of toxic wastes.
A central aspect of Marx’s notion of the fetishism of commodities is that
when presented in the marketplace, commodities hide the real social rela-
tions objectified in them through human labour. Commodities reveal and
conceal: they reveal their capacity to be satisfiers and, at the same time, they
draw a veil over their origins. Sut Jhally (1990) provides a list of the means
by which commodities conceal their origins. Jhally argues that all of the
following constituents of the meaning of products are systematically hidden:

¢ the process of planning and designing products;

* the actual relations of production that operate in particular factories

around the world;

the conditions of work in factories;

the level of wages and benefits of workers;

whether labour is unionized or non-unionized;

quality checks and the level of automation;

the treatment of ‘sensient’ inputs to the production process (animals);'

market research on consumers;

the effect on the environment of producing goods through particular

industrial processes;

the renewable or non-renewable nature of raw materials used;

¢ the relations of production that prevail in the extraction of raw materials
around the world.

While one might think that issues concerned with planning and design are
relatively innocuous, the UN argues that tighter control of innovation in the
hands of multinational corporations ignores the needs of millions. For exam-
ple it argues that the needs for cosmetic drugs and slow-ripening tomatoes
are regarded by biotechnology companies as constituting more pressing
priorities than the development of a vaccine against malaria or drought-
resistant crops for marginal lands (UN Human Development Report, 1999:
68). With respect to the production context, media exposés of the exploitation
of workers by manufacturers supplying Walmart, Levi’s and The Gap are
commonplace, as are their attempts to rehabilitate themselves through the
development of ethical codes linked to extensive publicity campaigns. Few
consumers of chocolate know that slave labour is still widely employed in
the harvesting of cocoa beans. Despite current concerns over food-safety and
animal welfare, it is difficult if not impossible to gain access to intensive facil-
ities which rear animals for mass slaughter. Since the Second World War the
United Kingdom has adopted a policy of providing cheap food to the popu-
lation, which has generally been successful. However many question the
‘McDonaldized’ factory farm system which treats sentient animals as if they
were nothing more than units of production.

Even though market research data, particularly that which can be used for
‘one-to-one’ marketing, is the holy grail of the direct marketing industry,

! This is additional to the list provided by Jhally.



252

CONSUMING SPACE AND TIME

firms are coy when it comes to informing consumers as to the vast amount
of information which they hold, not only on every aspect of their purchasing
behaviour, but also on other aspects which may be regarded as ‘safely’
personal and private.

Waste disposal is now a major issue for all consumer societies. For exam-
ple a difficulty associated with the disposal of non-ferrous metals is that the
‘recycling’ process itself, although highly profitable, also constitutes a major
hazard to the local environment and to health. The recycling of copper from
cable requires that the insulation, which contains deadly dioxins, is burnt off.
In the past, Western computer companies exported everything from PCBs to
asbestos overseas for reprocessing. When overseas governments tried to
counter this trade, Western governments insisted that this went ahead as
part of ‘free trade’. It is not surprising that Western governments are loath to
deal with this waste at home. According to Greenpeace, the incineration
process itself generates all sorts of new poisons, some of which end up in
landfill sites. The largest dump in the USA, which is operated by Waste
Management, opened in 1978. At that time it was said that the dump would
not leak for one hundred years. It did so in six (see note xii).

The annihilation of space through time

This refers to the requirement of the market system for constant growth,
resulting in massive flux and change. This need for constant revolution in
material and social affairs eventually reaches such a pitch that capital even-
tually gathers up all of these forces into a maelstrom where ‘all that is solid’
— firms, communities and industries, together with all of human worth and
value — ‘melt into air’. The geographer David Harvey draws upon Marx’s
observation that one of the most salient features of the capitalist system is
that of the annihilation of space through time. This refers to the progressive
conquest by capital of space, the tearing down of spatial barriers. This occurs
as the result of the drive by capital to organize space in such a way as to facil-
itate the growth of production, the reproduction of labour power and the
maximization of profit.

According to Thomas Friedman (1999), free-market capitalism is the
driving force behind globalization. Friedman argues that the current wave of
globalization is quite different from its predecessors. This is for the following
reasons. First it has its own defining technologies (digitalization, satellite
communications, fibre optics) which have effectively shrunk space to the
level of the ‘global village” presaged by Marshall McLuhan in the 1960s. The
key defining aspect of such technology is speed. Attached to this new tech-
nology is the ‘electronic herd’, that free-floating group of Internet investors
who lurk on the fringes of Wall Street, London, Hong Kong and Frankfurt,
who, acting individually but in concert, have the ability to speedily wreak
havoc with economies and communities anywhere in the world. Evidence of
the growing power of the electronic herd is not hard to find. The gentle
rumble of hooves into the Pacific Rim area in the late 1990s was followed by
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a mad stampede to get out. As a result, massive currency flows hit Thailand,
Indonesia, Korea, Malaysia and the Philippines with the force of a financial
typhoon resulting in the loss within weeks of $105 billion, or 11 per cent of
the GDPs of these countries, with knock-on effects for bankruptcy, rising
unemployment and poverty, reduced schooling and public services and
increases in suicide, domestic violence and street crime (UN Human
Development Report, 1999: 40). More recently, the herd pushed up the value
of technology stocks to unrealizable heights. The authors of the UN report
note that while social problems are increased, the provision of caring labour,
which is not counted as “productive’ labour by capital, is squeezed out.

Globalization of insecurity and risk

Table 2.2 illustrates the range and complexity of linked global insecurities,
which range across the spectrum from the economic to the social and
personal. Today, ‘all that is solid’, which once seemed so secure, can vanish
in an instant with hardly a trace that it was ever there. Growing ties of trade
and interdependence of ties between nations provide disease with a free
ticket to ride to every point of the globe. Ulrich Beck argues that this has
partially contributed to the global spread of risks and the creation of the risk
society, which is illustrated further in Chapter 3 under the discussion of
global hazards.

Volatility is experienced at the level of the firm which is driven constantly
to outdo itself in bringing new products to market faster and cheaper than
the competition. This leads to a constant drive for cheaper and faster means
of production (Figure 2.3). The focus on progress is tied to a future orienta-
tion, to the idea of becoming rather than on being. Within this perspective,
time takes on the character of an arrow, and the individual and the organi-
zation alike are oriented primarily towards the future.

Material commodity exchange entails some form of movement between
locations. Overcoming these spatial barriers takes time and money. For
example a firm based in Scotland which supplies shirts to a retailer in
London pays more for transport costs but possibly less in wages than a
supplier which is based in London itself, where labour costs more.
Overcoming these spatial barriers costs time and money; the firm based in
Scotland must pay for the cost of transport of goods to London and the trans-
port takes time to get there. The efficiency of spatial organization and trans-
port systems is therefore an important issue for all firms. Harvey has coined
a concept which he calls the turnover time of capital to refer to the time of
production together with the time of circulation in exchange. The faster that
capital which is launched into circulation can be recovered, the greater the
profit will be. According to Harvey there is a universal incentive for individ-
ual firms to accelerate their turnover time with respect to the average for
their industry, an activity which all firms engage in and which promotes a
trend towards faster average turnover times. In pursuit of this objective,
individual firms make continuous efforts to shorten turnover times.
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The global economy: growing disparity and flux

Widening gap between rich and poor

Economic insecurity
Financial volatility

Job and income insecurity

Health insecurity

Environmental insecurity

Political insecurity

Personal insecurity

e o o o

‘In 1960 the 20% of the world’s people
in the richest countries had 30 times the
income of the poorest 20%; 1997, 74
times as much. This continues a trend
of two centuries’

The assets of the world’s three richest
people are greater than the combined
GNP of all the least developed countries
The assets of the 200 richest people are
more than the combined income of 41%
of the world’s people (UN Human
Development Report, 1999: 36/8)
Increasing disparity between rich and
poor within OECD countries and in east-
ern Europe and the CIS countries

Asian financial crisis

NASDAQ dive

‘Financial volatility is a permanent
feature of today’s globally integrated
financial markets’

UK textile industry experiences massive
domestic job losses and relocation to
Indonesia, Taiwan, Sri Lanka and
Bangladesh

Labour ‘reforms’ in Latin America mean
that between 30% and 40% of workers
have no contract (UN Human
Development Report, 1999: 37)
Corporate restructuring

HIV/AIDS

Drug-resistant bacteria

Fresh water availability and forest
coverage are 60% of 1970 levels
Chronic reduction of fish stocks in
North Sea

Global warming? Prediction of steady
rise in sea temperatures with 17% of
land area of Bangladesh, 12% of Egypt
and almost all of the Maldives flooded
El Nifo disaster estimated at $33
billion. La Nina kills 9000; 1 million
homeless

Manhattan, September 11, 2001

Decline of nation-state and rise of
superordinate and subordinate powers
Civil wars — of the 61 armed conflicts
between 1989 and 1998, only three
were between states

500,000 women are annually traded to
western Europe for sexual exploitation
lllegal drug trade estimated at $400
billion (1995) or 8% of global trade

200 million drug-users worldwide
International crime syndicates gross
£1.5 trillion annually
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Figure 2.3 Annihilation of space through time: a firm’s view

Harvey notes that a peculiar secondary effect of this process is that in the
process of tearing down spatial barriers, new spaces are created. Nowadays
these non-places as Marc Augé calls them — rail, road and air routes and the
panoply of spaces that facilitate these — take up progressively more space.
Take for example the space of the railway. When railways were first
constructed in the USA and in Europe they opened up vast tracts of land
which hitherto had been considered inhospitable and inaccessible. However,
in opening up these new spaces and in reducing the time taken to reach
them, the new space of the railway itself had to be built, including stations,
tracks, rolling stock and manufacturing facilities for these. Similarly while
the car opened up a new space, it also required spaces (roads, roundabouts,
junctions, bypasses, petrol stations, garages, manufacturing facilities) which
themselves take up a large amount of space. The breaking down of other
spatial barriers has thus entailed the creation of further new spaces, for
example in retailing. The hyperspace created by the Internet is an especially
interesting phenomenon as it not only creates a virtual ‘space” for global
villagers to interact with one another simultaneously, but its nodes are
progressively invading real spaces in homes, offices and in other media.

Harvey contends that the process of speed-up of production cycles and of
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transport leads to time-space compression. By this he means that the
turnover time of production has reduced steadily as distributive and
communications technologies have speeded up, to the extent that spatial
barriers such as the effect of distance have almost entirely collapsed. There
have been parallel developments in the areas of exchange and consumption,
such as plastic money and electronic banking. Nowadays the idea of a
‘global village” appears to be closer than ever to describing the reality. As a
result of these changes, Harvey argues that the world has seemed to fold in
upon itself, to collapse inwards and shrink.

Teresa Brennan (1994) shares Harvey’s main argument and develops this
to suggest that competitive pressures within capitalism are such that
consumption constantly outstrips generational time, or the time period over
which resources would naturally reproduce themselves. As one natural
resource is used up, demand switches to alternatives. Brennan notes that the
availability of substitutes and alternatives is such that it will be possible for
producers to switch resources for many years to come; but that ultimately
this form of consumption is unstable and threatens the entire global ecology.
She argues that this logic is partially responsible for the technological drive
involving risky experiments with genetic engineering, the demand for
animals and plants which grow faster and larger than ever before. As a
consequence, turkeys, hens and pigs have now been bred to develop so
quickly that their legs cannot sustain their weight. In consuming living
resources faster than they can be reproduced, she argues that consumer soci-
ety constitutes a danger to its own survival as well as that of others.

Brennan maintains that few bother to consider the real (environmental)
cost of international and global trade. One research study considered the real
cost of strawberry yoghurt (Paxton, 1994 with reference to a study carried
out by the German Wuppertal Institute). In order to produce the yoghurt and
transport this to a central distribution outlet in South Germany, strawberries
were transported from Poland, yoghurt from North Germany, corn and
wheatflour from the Netherlands, jam from West Germany and sugarbeet
from the east of the country. The aluminium cover for the strawberry jar was
manufactured 300 km away from the yoghurt producer. Only the milk and
glass were produced locally. This specific case seems to be illustrative of the
general trend. Evidence from SAFE is that the distance food is being trans-
ported has increased by 50 per cent between 1978 and 1993 (Paxton, 1994:
18/19). Such developments are possible because of a decrease in the ‘real’
(economic) cost of transportation, which does not take into account the real
environmental costs of replacing resources used in transporting the materi-
als nor the environmental effects of pollution occasioned by it.

Post-Fordism

David Harvey argues that the changes wrought by the peculiar dynamics of
capitalism have led to the formation of new systems of production which are
no longer centred around the mass production of homogeneous products,
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but are specialized, capable of producing small batches targeted at market
segments within heterogeneous and highly differentiated markets. In
Harvey’s view, the shift to post-Fordism, which he terms flexible accumula-
tion, is essentially linked to the speed-up in the turnover time of capital. One
could argue that the entire history of manufacturing has been dedicated to
the removal of barriers in pursuit of this goal. This encapsulates the history
of technical and organizational innovation including the initial development
of the assembly-line process (from cars to battery hens), the reduction of set-
up times and the acceleration of physical processes (for example genetic
engineering). Harvey argues that increases in the turnover time of produc-
tion would be of little consequence if the turnover time of consumption were
not also reduced. Consequently marketers have increased the rate of product
obsolescence, paid much more attention to stimulating the adoption of
quick-changing fashions, the extension of credit and to marketing and
promotional activities.

Harvey believes that of the many developments in consumption, two
stand out as being of particular importance with respect to issues of time,
space, distance and speed. First, fashion in mass markets has provided a
means to accelerate the pace of consumption not only in clothing, but in a
variety of lifestyles and recreational activities such as leisure, sport, pop
music and games. A second trend has seen a shift towards the consumption
of services. The huge rise in the production of services includes not only
personal, business, educational and health services but also entertainment
and the provision of spectacles such as mass pop-concerts; the entire city of
Las Vegas, for example, could qualify as a spectacle in its own right.
Although it is hard to estimate, the lifetime of such services (for example a
movie, rock concert, or a visit to a museum) is much shorter than that of a car
or a washing machine. Harvey suggests that the main dynamic for this rise
of services has been the limits to growth in the production and consumption
of physical goods. While some people buy enormous quantities of physical
products (Imelda Marcos reputedly had 6000 pairs of shoes), it is in practice
difficult to persuade consumers to own more than one or two variations of a
physical product. On the other hand it is much more difficult to place limits
to the growth of services, because of their perishability and shorter lifespan.
Services are used up faster.

One need not be quite so deterministic about the attempt to stimulate
demand. While traditional industries such as automobiles and many sectors
of clothing remained relatively low-growth, there has been a massive
increase in growth of the ‘knowledge’ industries which offer a differentiated
array of Internet-enabled hardware devices (including PCs, game-machines
and palmtops), linked to a vast supporting web of software. Marketing
activity has also been greatly enhanced through the compilation of precise
geo-demographic customer databases and their use in direct marketing.
This technological innovation is what lies behind most of what I call rela-
tionchip marketing. Added to this is the increased importance of commodi-
ties in consumer lifestyles and identity-formation. As we shall see shortly, it
seems a little ‘chicken and egg’ to determine the extent to which this has
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been cynical exploitation by firms or merely the opportunistic response to
the initiatives of consumers in appropriating commodities to their own ends.

Responses by firms to instability and flux

One can think of two alternatives that firms can follow in such times of flux:
‘make the market’, or ‘go with the flow.

2.5.5.1 Make the market

The idea of making the market is the traditional way of ‘doing” marketing.
This involves intervening directly in the production of volatility by seeking
to influence taste or opinion either through being a fashion leader or by satu-
rating the market with images so as to shape that volatility to your particu-
lar ends. Advertising is the traditional marketing approach used to influence
taste and opinion. Over the years there has been an increase not only in the
production and marketing of advertising images, but in the channels used to
advertise. Advertising does much more than sell a product: it triggers the
hierarchy of effects, connotes an experience, ‘sells” a lifestyle. Otherwise
undifferentiated products are imbued with meaning by borrowing meanings
from referent systems. For example images of fashion models are often asso-
ciated with perfumes to lend them an aura of celebrity and chic.

2.5.5.2 Go with the flow

In his book Future Shock, written in the 1960s, Alvin Toffler coined the term
‘throwaway society” to describe the growing impact of ideas of disposability
and obsolescence on Western culture. The idea of a throwaway society did
not just refer to the rapid obsolescence of products and services but to a
general sense that not just products but also people, institutions (the Church,
marriage) and values that people of a previous generation had thought eter-
nal (truth, honesty, love) were also disposable. David Harvey suggests that,
in addition to this, the volatility in marketplace fashions has made it difficult
for firms to engage in any form of long-term planning. This means that it
becomes important for them to be highly adaptable and fast-moving in
response to market shifts. Halevi Ganetz (1995) argues that while the fashion
industry used to be able to dictate what was ‘in” and what was ‘out’, this is
no longer as true as it used to be. She suggests that this is for three reasons.
The first is that women, the traditional ‘fashion victims’, used to be treated
as, and to go along with, the idea of the female stereotype — that they were
pretty, passive and stupid. Ganetz argues that while the vast majority of
women have not participated in the women’s movement which has chal-
lenged such ideas, they have become more liberated to the extent that they
interpret fashion in their own ways. Second, she argues that the authority of
the fashion houses has declined in line with the power of tradition and that
consequently the young are expected to choose more for themselves. Finally
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she contends that with the development of mass production and more effi-
cient distribution systems, a huge array of fashions that were once only avail-
able to a few are now available to almost everyone, thus enabling
considerable variations in style. As a result of such changes, she argues that
fashion is heavily influenced by subcultures, the street fashions which are
increasingly becoming a source of inspiration for the creators of the fashion
world, who take over the styles of the subcultures, and who then repackage
these for the mass market.

The above can be illustrated through a number of relevant examples. The
British sociologist Angela McRobbie discovered that the fashion item
‘leggings’ emerged initially as a part of punk style. However it is not just
clothing which is subject to ‘street’” fashions. Bernard Cova and his co-
researchers have explored the patterns of interaction of some of the ‘neo-
tribes” discussed by Michel Maffesoli (1996). For Cova the golden rule of
‘tribal marketing’ is to consider the value of a product in terms of its linking
value (to others in the tribe) rather than to its use value. He suggests that it
is much more important for the firm to know how its product supports the
tribe ‘in its very being’ than how to deliver the product to the customer. Cova
(1999) studied the ‘tribe” of inline skaters in France. They found that for
members of the inline-skating tribe, having the right ‘threads’ is an impor-
tant prerequisite for belonging to the tribe. This includes a full range of acces-
sories, including shoes, key chains, hats, belts, backpacks and sunglasses.
The inline-skating tribe provides rich rewards for those marketers that can
successfully adapt to their requirements. Companies such as ski-giant
Saloman sponsor events and skating stars; others have opened websites
dedicated to inline roller skating.

One feature of the contemporary tribal scene is that companies are some-
times caught unawares when their brands become coveted tribal icons.
During the 1980s punk youth in the UK created a style of their own based on
the detritus of consumer culture; towards the end of that decade the US trash
group ‘The Beastie Boys’ popularized the wearing of Volkswagen grille
badges as a form of jewellery. This craze became so widespread that these
items were stripped out of most of the Volkswagens in the UK. Adidas could
scarcely believe their good fortune when top rap band Run-DMC wore
their brand and helped them turn the tables on Nike and Reebok. Once they
did understand what was happening, some skilful promotion of bands such
as the Spice Girls led to a strictly enforced dress-code which demanded that
the Adidas uniform be worn by a wide section of youth. The current phase
of the commodification of the pop industry is thus reflexively tied to the
construction of icons, the reproduction of iconic dress-codes and nodes
which link to the assemblage of other accessories. Nor is it enough to have
all of the relevant items; the style with which the assemblage is carried and
worn determines the extent to which one is ‘in” or one is ‘out’. One could
argue that it is this fear, the fear of exclusion and mimetic rivalry, that forms
the basis for the vast unstable edifice upon which global brand power is
built. Such power can humble the mightiest of brands. When one brand is
‘in’, another is ‘out’. So when at the beginning of 1998 the word began to
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circulate that trainers were now ‘out’ and Timberland shoes were ‘in’,
companies such as Nike and Reebok were caught with massive stocks on
their hands.

Responses by people to instability and change

What are the effects of such developments on the lives of people? This issue
has been partially addressed in section 2.5.5 which considers the inexorable
logic to the creation of consumer identity which clearly marks out the ‘haves’
from the "have-nots’. Let us first consider the life of consumers in contempo-
rary society.

25.6.1 The ‘time-squeezed’ consumer lifestyle

Authors make a number of points about the contemporary consumer
lifestyle. Elizabeth Schor argues that consumers are economists with
respect to time, in that they are keenly aware of the price of time, in terms
of the extra income earned with a second job, or overtime. As a result, she
suggests, they have forgotten the real worth of time. During the Industrial
Revolution workers struggled against the very idea of the attempt to intro-
duce time discipline. Nowadays, she argues, most people treat time as a
commodity like any other, which can be bought and sold, and that the
workers of today, far from being resistant to time discipline, fight for over-
time — the right to sell as much time as they can. Where time is money, she
argues, it is hard to protect those such as low-wage workers, children and
community organizations, who cannot pay for it. She further contends that
those Americans who were fortunate enough to be in work during the late
twentieth century were working longer hours than their predecessors ever
had. Schor argues that even during the medieval period, which she claims
was exceptional in history, work did not entail the continuous toil which is
characteristic of modernity. She claims that in previous times there was
much more leisure.” Schor’s main argument is that the key incentive struc-
tures of capitalist economies contain biases towards long working hours
and that this has resulted in the growth of ‘long hour” jobs. While trade
union resistance improved this situation for a time, she argues that this has
become steadily worse. A second major point which she makes is that these
workers, which she estimates to number 40 per cent of the US population
(1991: 113), have become entrapped in an insidious cycle of work-spend.
Consumerism is central to Schor’s bleak account. As consumers become
accustomed to the material rewards of prosperity, their desire for leisure
time is eroded and instead they increasingly look to consumption to
provide satisfaction and meaning in their lives. As a result, in both the

2 For example Athenians in ancient Greece had fifty to sixty days annually; while in Rome, 109
of the 355 days were designated as political holidays, rising to 175 days by the end of the fourth
century.
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workplace and the home, progress has translated into the consumption of
more goods and services rather than more free time. Schor raises several
issues in her wide-ranging discussion, two of which will be argued in more
detail below. The first is that people are no happier, despite their rising
levels of consumption, and that in fact they are more discontented;
secondly, she suggests that people want more ‘free” or leisure time in which
to develop themselves.

Are consumers working harder?

Schor focused on the USA in her study. The UK interest group Demos
published a compendium of papers under the title of “The Time Squeeze’
(1995), to which a number of prominent authors contributed. To what extent
do they reflect Schor’s concern that those who are in work are working
harder and that such workers become trapped in a ‘squirrel-wheel’ of
work-spend? First there was a general consensus among contributors that
fundamental changes in time and space are underway. For example Mulgan
and Wilkinson (1995) liken the differences between industrial and postin-
dustrial time to that between the mechanical watch and the programmable
watch. In postindustrial societies the new root of the social order is ‘soft-
ware’, in the form of the knowledge industries which are the new source of
value; the ‘hardware’, comprising smokestack industries, has now largely
moved ‘offshore’ chasing higher productivity and lower wages. Ray Pahl
(1995: 15) comments on the new illnesses which have accompanied this
transformation, which he names generically ‘hurry sickness’, triggered by
what he terms an exaggerated sense of urgency. One American study quoted
by Pahl noted that computer-related distress manifests itself in a form of
‘temporal schizophrenia’ — that people who move in and out of computer
time become less tolerant of interruptions, more impatient and less capable
of slow reflection. Writing for the same collection, Carol Samms argues that
this has produced a global phenomenon:

‘In the 90s, there is a sense that people everywhere are faced with increasing time
pressures in all facets of their lives and are searching for mechanisms which give
them greater control. People are looking for institutions, companies, services,
brands and communications which enable them to take greater control of their
lives and to allow them more space for themselves.’ [1995: 33]

Samms suggests that this is not solely an American and European phenom-
enon, and that similar trends are appearing in Japan and in China. With
respect to the realm of work, several of the contributors to the Demos collec-
tion have noted that, in developed countries, the number of hours worked
has decreased steadily during the course of the twentieth century. However,
since 1980 this trend has gone into reverse for some countries such as the
USA, Canada, Sweden and the UK (thus confirming Schor’s findings).
However despite the overall trend of decline, a large group of people are
suffering from stress resulting from the rising intensity of work and leisure.
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According to Robert E. Lane (1995: 2), 44 per cent of the UK workforce now
report coming home exhausted from work. Ray Pahl argues that the changes
in the structure of work associated with delayering, flexible employment and
the gathering pace of the development of the ‘knowledge society’ have
created a deep unease in the middle class in North America and in Europe.
The assumption that a job might exist for life is gone, leading to an increas-
ing fear of redundancy and unemployment.

Are consumers happy people?

Schor draws on the evidence of opinion polls to suggest that despite better
material wellbeing, people are no happier than they were (two polls
suggested that this peaked in 1957!) and that, in fact, many are more discon-
tented than they have been in the past. The key of Schor’s argument is that
longer hours of work are not driven by the free choices of individuals but
by the demands of capital. To support this she cites two studies: one in 1978
where 84 per cent of respondents indicated that they would trade off some
or all of a 10 per cent pay increase for more free time, and a similar survey
conducted in 1989 where 80 per cent of respondents indicated that they
would sacrifice career development in order to spend more time with their
families. The contributors to the Demos collection of articles argue that the
greatest potential of the changes with respect to time and space are for the
world of leisure, or how people spend their free time. Robert E. Lane consid-
ers a range of studies of quality of life in advanced economies and concludes
that ‘the economists’ belief that money buys happiness is largely wrong’
(1995: 12). He reports that for 80 per cent of the population, there is almost
no relation between happiness or life satisfaction and income. He explains
that this is not to say that changes in income do not give joy and sorrow, but
that people adapt rather quickly to any particular level of income and the
new level becomes the standard for assessing their wellbeing. This is simi-
lar to the analogy of the ‘squirrel-wheel’, the cycle of work-spend,
discussed by Schor (1991). Gary Cross (1995: 21) suggests that increased
consumption has been a more powerful compensation for bureaucratic and
mechanized work than has increased free time. This is because the notion of
‘free time” has negative connotations of unemployment. The bias towards
work and spend — having a house and a car — best exemplify the twin needs
for social identity. When one considers the level of satisfaction rendered by
consumer goods as measured by their hedonic yield, the conclusion is not
much different. Lane cites the results of one study where bought goods and
services rank only eleventh in a list of thirty sources of life satisfaction, well
below for example ‘things you do with your family’. He concludes that,
with the exception of the consumption of education and culture, it appears
that consuming is the least likely to increase happiness, as compared to
work and leisure.

Zygmunt Bauman (1995) suggests that anxiety is central to the psychol-
ogy of the consumer. He links anxiety to freedom - to having too much
choice. This is not simply a matter of choice of what to buy; rather it refers to
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the decline of traditional community and family life, leading to the constant
negotiation of roles within households (although the majority of this burden,
including childcare, shopping and house maintenance, seems still to fall on
women). This is supported by Carol Samms (1995) who reports that
consumers, and primarily women, report that they are ‘over-choiced’, expe-
riencing severe time pressure with little enjoyment of either core shopping or
basic household management. This is supported by research from the
Henley Centre, which suggested that UK women on average ‘work’ for 86
hours each week, compared to 71 hours for males. While men may spend
more than 5 hours more at work than do women, the latter spend twice as
much time on ‘essential” shopping (3.1 hours per week), twice as much time
on ‘essential cooking and cleaning’ (15.4 hours) and up to three hours more
on personal hygiene! (see note xiii).

Anxiety is further compounded by what Anthony Giddens terms insti-
tutional reflexivity. While modern institutions such as science aim to
produce a secure foundation for knowledge, they are governed by the prin-
ciple of doubt, which means that no matter how cherished and apparently
well-established a given scientific tenet may be, it is always capable of
being revised or even discarded, in the light of new findings. The reflexiv-
ity of science is existentially troubling to ordinary individuals who must
live in a world where whatever passes for ‘truth’ must always be placed in
doubt.

Taking another point made by Giddens, the consumer can be said to be
disembedded from community, which means that he or she must place
increasing faith on distant experts (for example the engineering expertise
that produces the food which we eat, which offers us advice about which
food is currently dangerous). Unfortunately, expert opinion is often divided.
Additionally the credibility of experts has been seriously eroded following a
number of major food-scares involving E. coli in eggs, listeria, BSE and foot
and mouth disease. The (post)modern consumer is thus faced with the posi-
tion of having to assume an almost unbearable responsibility for their own
consumption.

What do consumers do with leisure time?

Schor (1991) suggests that if people spent less time in working and consum-
ing, they would have more time for self-development. This raises the ques-
tion of how leisure time is actually spent. Traditional economic theory
suggests that people prefer leisure to work. Schor suggests that increasing
leisure time is of great potential benefit because it offers the means for
greater self-development, in music creativity and the arts. However Lane
(1995) disagrees with this view and contends that increased leisure time,
when it has been offered, leads to more time sleeping, car travel and watch-
ing television, a set of activities which does not exactly match the ideal
described by Schor.
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25.6.2 The time-squeezed and time-rich poor

It scarcely makes sense to ask if the poor are contented. For some, perhaps
a budding voluntary simplifier, the idea of belonging to a primitive peasant
community may provide a warm glow of nostalgia. However for the vast
majority, the idea that people are ‘poor but happy’ is a dangerous myth.
Schor postulates that while it could be argued that everyone has 24 hours in
each day, money skews the distribution of time to some extent, in that
wealthier people live longer. The sale of time undermines its egalitarianism.
Those with money can economize on it by hiring people to wait on them
and watch their children. Those whose time is being sold are less economi-
cally well situated, as happened earlier in the nineteenth century when
growth of the middle classes increased the demand for servants.
Establishing a right to free time may sound utopian, but it is not legal to sell
oneself into slavery. For the underclass, including those on welfare and ille-
gal immigrants seeking to improve their lot, time may thus be an even more
scarce resource than it is for the wealthy. However if a person lives accord-
ing to the welfare rules and does no additional work, it may be the abun-
dance of time which weighs heavily upon them. While the challenge for the
consumer is to have enough time in the day in order to complete all the
tasks which they need to do, those on welfare have an abundance of time
but nothing to fill it with.

2.5.6.3 Speed-up and changing perceptions of space and time

It has been argued that continued acceleration associated with speed-up has
led to changing perceptions of space and time with the proliferation of
spaces and an apparent slowing down in the march of time, giving the
impression that we are living in an eternal present. For example retailers in
search of increased added-value provide products which used to be seasonal
on a year-round basis. It used to be that products were available only during
the seasons when they naturally germinated and ripened. Strawberries came
in the summer months, apples and pears in the autumn, new potatoes in the
springtime. Now all of these products are available throughout the year.
Furthermore they are often set alongside products from around the world.
For example French cheeses, which were unavailable except in a few
gourmet stores in the 1970s, are now widely sold throughout the world. In
addition to this, people can purchase from a vastly increased range of beers
and wines in addition to pak choi flown direct from China, blue crabs and
oysters from Baltimore, Maine lobsters, mange tout from Kenya, and Chilean
grapes.

One can talk of the recreation of the present with respect to changes in
patterns of work and reproduction, for example the blurring between home
and workplace as more people work from home, and new commitments
towards lifelong learning in place of a fixed period at school or university.
Instead of having a fixed period for having and raising children, child-bear-
ing is spread into the late 40s, 50s and even 60s.
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2.6

Another way in which traditional rhythms of temporal order may be
changing is with respect to the development of the ‘24-hour city’, which
some authors suggest is a logical response to contemporary lifestyles.
Franco Bianchini argues that these trends include the ‘new consumerism’ of
those in relatively high-paid jobs who are working longer hours and who
find it difficult to access the services they need during the day. Robert E.
Lane suggests that a more powerful logic for this development lies in its abil-
ity to offer a clearly visible goal which seems to address a number of prob-
lems. This view of the future promises great efficiencies in fields such as
tourism or transport by reducing the need for investment at peak loading of
summer time or the morning rush hour. It promises genuine full-time oper-
ation for manufacturing, distribution and retailing with obvious benefits for
productivity. Pressures in this direction are giving rise to the creation of a
more ‘flexible” workforce.

Temporal order is also disrupted through the constant search for images
which can be used as the basis for the establishment of corporate and brand
identities. As will be argued further in Chapter 6, images are of central
importance in consumer society as they provide resources for the construc-
tion of consumer identities. However with the acceleration of change, the
shelf-life of images is strictly limited. Images of celebrities such as Michael
Jordan, Michael Jackson and the Spice Girls may add millions of sales to
companies such as Nike and Pepsi, but they inevitably will have a shelf-life
of a few years at most before another image must be crafted and put in their
place. As advertisers must constantly be on the lookout for new images and
styles, so they raid the stock of images from both the past and the future. For
example in one year perhaps the 1980s genre will predominate; the next it is
the 1950s and the year after that style may be modelled on some futuristic
sci-fi image. Some authors argue that the net effect of such constant recycling
not only exacerbates feelings of impermanence and the ephemeral nature of
images, it also evokes the feeling that we live in an era which constantly recy-
cles the styles of all the eras that have ever been and some that have yet to be
(as in the recycling of styles based on fantasies). In a peculiar way, it seems
not only that time is standing still, but that it is being consumed by space, by
the spaces of consumption.

DISCUSSION

The previous section has considered a predominantly ‘Marxist” explanation
for changing relations between space and time. The idea of the fetishism of
commodities focuses our attention upon the inequality and exploitation
present in hidden spaces of production far away from the glitz and ‘equality’
of the marketplace. In this sense the activities of global brands such as
McDonald’s come into focus not as steamrollers which act to ‘level down’
culture, but in relation to the exploitation carried out as part of the process of
production. This argument appreciates that consumers may want quality
products at cheap prices but goes further to insist that this very availability
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blinds them to the exploitation of people and other inputs into the produc-
tion process. When you are hungry, want something to eat and have a couple
of pounds or dollars in your pocket, the last questions on your mind will be
whether the cow had a good life and whether it was reared at the expense of
the destruction of virgin rainforest. It is in this sense that one can argue that
the overwhelming presence of the marketplace draws a veil over the condi-
tions in which commodities are produced.

On the other hand the idea of the annihilation of space through time,
coupled with notions of speed-up and time-space compression create a
vertiginous feeling. This comes close to Anthony Giddens” description of
postmodern society as a ‘runaway world’. The need to constantly outdo the
competition in the drive for profit leads to the constant relocation of capital
as it chases lower costs, resulting in feelings of insecurity among workers.
This also provides the motor for constant changes in fashion, in the recycling
of images to promote these and in the creation of new services. Such
processes increase the separation of space from time through the constant
recycling of fashions and images.

CONCLUSION

One might argue that both Weberian and Marxist approaches can be useful
in illustrating aspects of contemporary life in consumer society. The
Weberian focus on rationalization draws our attention to certain aspects of
contemporary society — the drive to understand and control the world and
make it predictable through being able better to understand it. It allows us to
realize the thoroughgoing rationalization of time and space which has
occurred during modernity, from the creation of time-zones to overtime,
quality time, post-codes and those digitized spaces where much of our
‘personal” details are kept on file. While this approach can also make a valu-
able contribution towards understanding the impact which the rationaliza-
tion of science has made on daily life, it tends to ignore reflexivity, the
principle of doubt which drives science forward. Perhaps most of all Weber
was prescient in noting that, once Puritanism was stripped of its religious
ethic, what was worn like a ‘light cloak’ by the pilgrim would become like
the ‘shell on a snail’s back’ for the consumer.

On the other hand the Marxist analysis draws our attention to dynamism
and flux; a world unmade and in perpetual motion. It calls our attention to
the ways in which the marketplace, while purporting to offer freedom and a
kind of equality, fosters oppression and exploitation in the circuit of produc-
tion. It also provides a means for understanding the truly dramatic implica-
tions of speed-up for all aspects of our lives.
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2.8 CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter constructed two rather crude categories linked to
‘Weberian” and ‘Marxist” views in order to discuss changing relations
between space and time in consumer societies. “‘Weberian’ approaches
foreground the trend through modernity for situated places to be
converted into rationalized spaces. In this sense one can argue that
modernity consists of the construction of a myriad of rationalized
spaces, for example the space of ‘consumer identity’ and ‘global” space.
Such spaces are amenable to control to the extent that they are
predictable and provide opportunities for marketers. Authors suggest
that taken to its zenith, the process of rationalization turns back upon
itself as the ‘irrationality of rationality’. Thus instead of neat orderly
rationalized spaces, consumer societies are frequently described as
being chaotic and fragmented. While such flux constitutes an outcome
of the rationalizing process in ‘Weberian” explanations, it is pivotal in
‘Marxist” accounts. Central to this is the idea of the ‘annihilation of
space through time’, which relates to the perpetual upheaval and
renewal in the entire fabric of personal and social life. Marxist accounts
also highlight the process of commodification, which acts to reveal
some of the workings of the marketplace (its apparent fairness and free-
dom of choice) and to highlight other aspects (such as exploitation).

CASE STUDY: DOWN ON THE OLD FACTORY FARM
(based on Ufkes, 1995; lkerd, 1999a, b)

It can be argued that for those of us who are affluent and in particular those
who have lived their lives untouched by war or famine, the real meaning of
words such as ‘scarcity” and ‘starvation” has been largely lost. Yet it is only
some 50 years or so since Europe and much of Asia was ravaged by the
Second World War, when scarcity was a byword and starvation was experi-
enced by many. It was during this time of shortage that the seeds of what
came to be known as the ‘Green Revolution” were sown. Propelled by exist-
ing shortages and by the prospect of a vastly increasing global population
there was a need for such a revolution, which would ensure that scarcity
would become a thing of the past.

The ‘Green Revolution’, which started in the 1950s, was based on adopt-
ing a more rational and scientific approach to food production. The search
began for high-yield crops and for those which were most resistant to disease
and pestilence. The development and use of pesticides such as DDT and of
chemical fertilizers to replenish the soil, allowed the practice of monoculture
to take hold. Rather than using traditional farming methods of crop rotation
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and leaving fields fallow, monoculture depends on fertilizer and pesticides
to allow this intensive farming of the same land to continue year after year.
Monoculture has a number of important benefits, certainly in the short-term.
The crop, being uniform, is easier to manage. Greater densities of planting
can be achieved, and there are generally high yields. Monoculture’s greatest
strength — uniformity — is also its greatest weakness. If a disease or virus
should become resistant to the pesticide, it will wreak havoc on the entire
crop.

While monocultural practices were initiated over half a century ago, the
last decade has seen a marked intensification of farming with more power
accruing to fewer, larger, specialized companies, especially in the USA.
According to the USDA report by the Commission on Small Farms, ‘A Time
to Act’, four firms now control over 80 per cent of the beef market. About 94
per cent of US farms are small farms, but they receive only 41 per cent of all
farm receipts. The US cattle industry has been dominated by large corporate
feedlots for many years. In 1998 it was estimated that the largest 30 cattle
producers had pen-space for 2 million head of cattle, just over half the total
on feed. In contrast hog production was almost entirely independently
owned until the early 1990s. By 2000 the 50 largest operations controlled over
half of the total production through contractual arrangements. There was
talk in the industry that beef cowherds would be next. Within a decade it is
thought that the small independent producer will be a rarity. In March 2000,
US agriculture secretary Dan Glickman worried that traditional American
farmers were being pushed into a ‘feudal-type situation’” whereby they
became totally dependent on a few huge global agribusiness companies for
their livelihood. In the USA the domination of this trend is not only appar-
ent in traditional ‘factory” farming, but also in organic production.

The industry view

Ikerd (1999b) suggests that there is a widespread belief that the progressive
industrialization of livestock production is not only inevitable, but is also
desirable for producers and consumers alike. Proponents of this view contend
that the technologies employed in large-scale specialist operations are more
efficient than their counterparts. They further argue that through specializa-
tion, standardization and centralization of control, they can realize significant
economies of scale resulting in a cheaper product which better fits the consis-
tent quality demanded by consumers. In relation to the environment, they
suggest that where problems arise, it will be easier and less costly to deal with
the problems created from a few large operations, which in any event have
the resources to invest in modern waste-handling technology. They suggest
that large-scale farming operations will improve the scope for rural employ-
ment, providing a net benefit even when the decline of (less cost-efficient)
traditional farming employment is taken into account. Complaints about
odours surrounding such facilities are met with the riposte that the smells
associated with farming have always been pungent to those who are not
accustomed to them; although few people would want a hog farm in their
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‘backyard’, they nevertheless have to be somewhere. These producers also
argue that the animals themselves benefit from a cleaner, less variable envi-
ronment, and also that it is against their self-interest to create stress.

Opposing views

While the production costs of large-scale operations may be lower than the
average of smaller independent operations, Ikerd argues that the top 20 to 40
per cent of independents are well managed and can actually produce at
lower cost. He also disputes the benefits to consumers, citing the example
that if one assumed 5 per cent lower production costs for large-scale opera-
tions ($2/cwt for live hog and $3.50/cwt for fed cattle), the maximum
savings to consumers would amount to 2 cents per dollar spent on beef and
pork at retail. In any event he suggests that as farming becomes dominated
by fewer, larger producers, prices will eventually be driven up. The variety
of food available to the customer will be less, as meat from factory operations
will be more uniform because it comes from the same genetic stock and is
produced using the same management practices. The illusion of variety is
gained by dressing up (cutting up, processing and packaging) the same
generic cow, pig or chicken in dozens of different ways. Proponents of indus-
trial farming claim that livestock factories offer more employment and better
and safer job opportunities than traditional farming. However such opera-
tions tend to substitute capital and technology for labour and management,
to make it possible for fewer people to produce more. While the risks are less
and the pay is steady, livestock factories do not require skilled labour but
technicians who can follow the procedures laid down in the operations
manual. A detailed knowledge of hogs, cattle or poultry is no longer required
of those whom they are entrusted to. Ikerd argues that big hog operators
preferably don’t want to hire people who know anything about hogs as ‘an
experienced hog farmer might start thinking, asking questions and mess up
their process’ (1999b: 3). Additionally the farmer is reduced to little more
than a hired hand; he may own the production facilities but, once he has
signed the comprehensive production contract all the key decisions, from
delivery of genetically modified and patented stock to the specification of
feeding and medication regimes and timing of placement and delivery of the
finished product, are decided elsewhere. To provide a flavour of this,
consider the following excerpt from the United States Department of
Agriculture, National Commission for Small Firms, ‘A Time to Act. A Report
of the USDA National Commission on Small Farms’, January 1998:

‘The poultry industry is perhaps the most industrialized subsector of agriculture,
with 89 per cent of poultry farms using contracts and about 86 per cent of the total
value of poultry production grown under contract. Testimony presented to the
Commission included the results of a 1995 survey of poultry contract growers
conducted by Louisiana Tech researchers describing the average poultry grower.
The average poultry grower is 48 years old, owns 103 acres of land, 3 poultry
houses and raises about 240,000 birds under contract annually. The grower has
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been contract-growing birds for 15 years and owes over half of the value of the
farm to the bank. The contract poultry grower’s gross annual income is about
$66,000 and the grower’s profit, before paying themselves for their labor, is about
$12,000. Raising poultry on contract may appear to be a way of reducing price and
income risk. However, it provides a modest living at best and, under current
contract practices, is far from risk-free.’

Claims that large-scale operations are better for the environment are also
open to challenge. The intensification of the process requires that animals are
concentrated on one location as opposed to being scattered over a number of
fields. Ikerd notes that where ten thousand cattle are spread over ten thou-
sand acres, the disposal of waste is not a problem. Where they are concen-
trated into a five-acre feed lot, the effects can be startlingly different.

Case-study questions

1. Which system of production does that described in the case study
conform to most closely?

2. In what specific ways do Fordist systems of production act to ‘dehuman-
ize’?

3. How and under what conditions would ‘post-Fordist’ agriculture be
developed?

4 N\
END-OF-CHAPTER REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. What does it mean to say that social institutions in traditional
communities are ‘embedded’ and that those in modern societies
are ‘disembedded’?

2. Which theorist argues that the dynamism of modernism disem-
beds social institutions? How does the process of disembedding
take place?

3. What is meant by the increasing turnover time of capital?

4. Describe what David Harvey means when he refers to the ‘annihi-
lation of space through time’.

5. What responses can firms adopt to time-space compression?
6. What is meant by a ‘liminal space’?
7. What is meant by the following terms: ‘underclass’, ‘impacted
ghetto’, ‘shop-rat’, ‘voluntary simplifier’?
. )
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NOTES

i The novels of Nawal El Sadawi, author of Woman at Point Zero and God Dies By the
Nile (1990), should be enough to dispel any romantic fantasies, particularly for
women. M. Estelle Smith (1988) discusses how the traditional culture of the Pueblo
Indians deals with ‘troublemakers’, those individualists who challenge their customs
or religious-grounded systems of rule. Troublemakers are first made aware that their
behaviour is a threat to the entire community’s wellbeing. If they persist in their
actions they may be considered sick, full of confused thoughts and in need of a cure.
The cure consists of gathering green pine which is burned to produce a spiritual
smoke. By holding the head of the offender constantly over the smoke, elders suggest
that the confusion of the troublemaker is soon cleared.

ii  Source: National Research Bureau, 1990.

iii The power of men to control the management of family finances in Western society was
considerable until fairly recently. The management of finances posed a major problem
for many women whose husbands predeceased them, as their husbands retained rigid
control of the family finances until they died. A major Scottish Bank only recently closed
its ‘ladies’ branch, which was specifically designed to help such women.

iv  For those who would like to visit related websites, try searching the Web using
keywords ‘Consumer Culture’. Search also for ConsumAsiaN, a research network on
consumer culture and consumption in Asia. Disgruntled site which can be found at:
http:/ /www.disgruntled.com/ offers a range of services for consumers who are
seeking to pursue complaints, in addition to an ‘anti-Nike’ site.

v Source: Health Inequalities, 1997, Table 8.4, page 100.

vi  Source: Health Inequalities, 1997, Table 15.9, page 205.

vil Source: Health Inequalities, 1997, Tables 15.10 and 15.11, page 213.

viii Source: Andrew Marr, ‘Direct Action, The New Politics’, The Observer, 15th November
1998, Politics section, page 22.

ix  Source: Malyon (1998), page 188.

x  Source: Wright (1998), page 229.

xi  Source: The Henley Centre (1998) Consumer and Leisure Futures, Issue 5: 28/9.

xii Source: Taiwanese example from UK Channel 4 programme ‘Global Dumping Ground’.

xiii Adapted from Table 2, page 25, Demos, 5: 1995.




3.1

CONSUMING POWER

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

* To illustrate the links between morality and power

* To offer two broad levels of analysis of power in relation to consump-
tion based on macro and micro views

* To discuss liberal, reformist and radical accounts of power in relation
to the macro level

e To situate the work of Elias and Foucault within the micro level

¢ To locate mainstream marketing theory within a liberal approach to
power

INTRODUCTION

The chapter is divided into two sections, one dealing with ‘sovereign power’
reflected in the macro-environment of power, the second with the micro-poli-
tics of “disciplinary power’. The first section, whose organization is indebted
to that first devised by Steven Lukes (1974), discusses the ‘macro” relations of
power with respect to liberal, reformist and radical explanations. Each position
is outlined, discussed and critiqued with respect to its implications for the
understanding of power, its relation to morality and the role played by market-
ing and consumerism in creating a good society. The section begins with a
description of economic liberalism. Mainstream marketing theory is discussed
in this section as it is argued that marketing theory shares a common moral
basis and theory of power with economic liberalism. There follows a discus-
sion of liberalism which questions its key assumptions of individualism, ration-
al calculation and free access to information. Next the celebrated reformist
critique of liberalism associated with the views of J.K. Galbraith is presented,
whereby through concepts such as the revised sequence, he seeks to turn
liberal marketing theory on its head. Finally radical theories are discussed in
relation to the work of Althusser and Chomsky in respect of the concepts of
ideology and the manufacture of consent. There follows a brief evaluation of
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3.2

3.2.1

‘macro’ theories. The second section focuses on the operation of power at a
quite different level, that of the regulation and discipline of the self and the
body. This has already been addressed to an extent in the work of Norbert
Elias, who traces the development of self-discipline into the modern period.
Elias’s work is buttressed through a discussion of the work of social theorist
Michel Foucault who made these concerns his life’s work.

SOVEREIGN POWER

In Elias’s discussion of the civilizing process discussed in Chapter 1, late
medieval European court societies were organized on a hierarchical basis
with the king or queen at the apex exercising legitimate power through being
sanctified by the Church with the divine right to rule. Within this system the
king and his subjects were together regarded as the body politic. This ideal
of sovereign power is reflected in Hobbes’ portrayal of Leviathan (1651). Here
the body of the sovereign contains also the social body of those who are ruled
and forms the body politic. Apart from the Church which had a certain inde-
pendence, most social institutions including the mercantile system came
under the sway of the monarch’s patronage and favour.

Hobbes’ Leviathan was to be shaken to its foundations by a seismic shift in
the topology of power wrought in the period of transition which took place
from the closing years of the seventeenth century to the eighteenth century.
The concept of the sovereign as absolute ruler, imbued with a ‘divine” right
of patronage in religion, legal affairs and the mercantile system, was swept
aside in a number of cataclysmic revolutions which inaugurated the
‘modern’ era: in the realm of politics, the American and French Revolutions;
in the realm of economy, the Industrial and Agrarian Revolutions. The polit-
ical sphere resounded to the cry for liberty, freedom and equality under the
law; not just freedom from colonization but individual freedom enshrined in
individual rights (see note i). While Hobbes had focused on one right — the
right of a person to defend themselves if attacked — the idea of rights was
further developed by John Locke, and principles guaranteeing individual
rights were enshrined in Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence and in the
Declaration of the Rights of Man produced by the National Assembly of
France during the French Revolution (see note ii). While change on the
ground came slowly and more often than not as the outcome of violent strug-
gle, these revolutions eventually overthrew Hobbes’ Leviathan and inserted
in its place the concept of the ‘modern” democratic nation-state as the new
sovereign power (see note iii). It is within this context that the discussion of
liberalism is situated.

The liberal tradition

One must be very careful in discussing ‘liberalism” as the word has diverse
meanings and the way in which it is used here assumes a very specific
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meaning. Here liberalism refers to that tradition which arose in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries which argued for the principle of individual
freedom and self-determination in economic and political life, and which
valued the operation of the market as the best guarantor of individual free-
dom and of the good society. In Chapter 2 we discussed the growing indi-
vidualism of society. Liberalism arose within the current of change that
brought about the Puritan revolution in England, the later revolutions in
France and America, and last but not least the Industrial Revolution, which
wrought massive change in trade from mercantile to industrial capitalism.

In The Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith, known as the ‘father” of classical
economics, outlined his solution to what he perceived to be the greatest evil
of his day, the mercantilist system. The basis of this system was protection-
ism: the promotion of exports and the limitation of imports, in order to
preserve home production. Smith argued that such protectionism acted to
distort the market in line with the interests of powerful domestic merchants.
The distortion resulted in gross inequities, resulting in the suppression of
wages, the neglect of industries which benefited the poor and the wholesale
exploitation of consumers. Smith found this latter point particularly galling
as consumption:

‘Is the sole end and purpose of all production; and the interest of the producer
ought to be attended to only so far as it may be necessary for promoting that of
the consumer.’ [1793: 155]

Instead, Smith argued that within the mercantile system the interest of the
consumer was sacrificed to that of the producers and that the system
behaved perversely as if production and not consumption was the end object
of all commerce. Not content to merely comment on this state of affairs,
Smith moved beyond this to suggest a means for dealing with it in his chap-
ter on The Division of Labour. Here Smith considers how, of all the different
species, mankind is reliant on others for his sustenance. However he should
not rely on the benevolence of others for this but rather:

‘He will be more likely to prevail if he can interest their self-love in his favour, and
show them that it is for their own advantage to do for him what he requires of
them. Whoever offers to another a bargain of any kind, proposes to do this: Give
me that which I want and you shall have this which you want, is the meaning of
every such offer; and it is in this manner that we obtain from one another the far
greater part of those good offices which we stand in need of. It is not from the
benevolence of the butcher, the brewer or the baker that we expect our dinner, but
from their regard to their own interest. We address ourselves, not to their human-
ity but to their self-love, and never talk to them of our own necessities but of their
advantages.’ [Smith, 1793: 21 /22]

Smith is making a fundamentally important point here; although humans
rely on others for their sustenance, the key to obtaining satisfaction is not to

! Spelling altered to reflect modern usage.
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rely upon their good nature but to give them something in kind, which they
want, in return. Smith’s statement is paradoxical because it appears that he
is arguing that a better form of society than that which laboured under the
mercantile system will emerge as the result of the selfish actions of individ-
uals. Here we must clarify a point about selfishness. Moral philosophers
distinguish between selfishness, the tendency for people to seek and
promote their own benefit over that of others, and egoism, which merely
holds that the best society is one where one gets what one wants from life,
whether this be the assemblage of a personal fortune or in devoting one’s life
to the care of others. You may well find this point hard to resist; after all,
what can possibly be wrong with arguing that people should be able to get
what they want from life? By placing self-love and the satisfaction of wants
at the core of his proposition, Smith’s argument represents a form of egoism,
which holds that the good society should be organized on the basis of the
fulfilment of individual desire. Smith’s thesis supposes that all human
actions can ultimately be explained in terms of the desires of the people
whose actions they are, which sounds like a common sense type of argument
until one thinks carefully about how people actually do act (see note iv).
Basically, you can get what you want by giving other people what they want.
Smith paradoxically locates the best possibility for societal wellbeing in
competition between sovereign actors following their own self-interests in
the marketplace. In ethical terms Smith’s theory is consequentialist in that
he argues that the most good will likely come about as the result of the spon-
taneous collaboration of free economic actors in the marketplace. While
people may not know the full consequences of their actions, they are likely
to know best what is in their own best interests; in acting in the marketplace
they are indifferent to the effects of such actions on others.

The role played by the marketplace may be depicted in different ways
depending on which subsequent variant of liberal thought the question is
based on. For neo-classical economists, the market is a means for regulating
the interests of buyers and sellers via the price mechanism; for utilitarians,
market processes create the best prospects for achieving the good society;
for those of the Austrian school such as Hayek, the market plays a role in
creating knowledge. For Smith, the main promise offered by market liberal-
ism is, to use modern parlance, its ‘trust-busting” potential; or its use as a
means for curbing the cosy relations, ‘mean rapacity’ and ‘monopolizing
spirit’ of merchants. Although such practices may never be eradicated,
Smith argues that the promotion of competition provides the best hope of
tempering them. Protectionism on the other hand encourages monopoly
practices.

Almost three centuries later, Smith’s argument was vigorously adopted
and espoused by neo-classical economists of the New Right, including
Friedrich von Hayek and Milton Friedman, who argued furiously against
growing State intervention which had increased significantly since the 1960s
in Western economies and which continued apace in the following decade.
Like Smith in the work cited above, Milton Friedman advances the view that
ecological and consumer concerns, among others, are best addressed
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through economic actors seeking to fulfil their desires in the marketplace
(Friedman and Friedman, 1979). Such views were popularized by the Reagan
and Thatcher administrations of the 1980s. Hayek considers the market to be
a spontaneous form of human order which is beneficial in its communicative
function. As absolute knowledge of the multi-dimensional market is impos-
sible, Hayek argues that agents must be free to act in the marketplace accord-
ing to their own assessment of the market.

Those holding the liberal view see millions of independent individuals,
each actively following his or her interests. Each individual is taken to be a
relatively free and rational agent. Agents are taken to be rational to the extent
that they will tend to choose that action most appropriate to the successful
pursuit of their interests. Contemporary taken-for-granted notions of
‘consumer’ and ‘consumer sovereignty’ are reflections of the liberal view.
Consumers are held to be more or less rational and as being actively engaged
in problem-solving activities and the expressions of preferences in the
marketplace. The classic pluralist position as exemplified in the work of
Hayek and Friedman is that market-based competition should be the
supreme arbiter in disputes; those firms which do not fully meet people’s
needs will tend to be shunned, those which do so will be embraced. Take the
following quote from David C. Green (1987):

‘The new liberals have typically argued, not that selfishness is a good thing, but
that selfishness exists whether we like it or not, and they have urged that we must
therefore strive towards institutions which prevent selfishness from doing too
much harm. Competition is said to be the chief safeguard available, preventing
any producer whose principal aim is to make money from doing so except by
serving the consumer. It is conceded that competition may have perverse results,
and that in these circumstances the government may step in, but if it does so then
it should reinforce rather than replace competition. But it is a mistake to regard
profit seeking as the only approved motivation. The case for liberty rests only in
part on the value of competition in channelling the efforts of possibly selfish indi-
viduals into the service of their fellows. It also rests on the belief that there are any
number of alternative ways of meeting human wants — some like charity and
mutual aid are the very antithesis of profit seeking — and only in a free society can
such alternatives flourish.’

Green’s summary of the new liberal argument is consistent with much of
the argument advanced by Adam Smith: the good society is based on the
satisfaction of wants which can be satisfied in any number of ways. While
this is not explicitly stated, the argument is closely linked to hedonism, the
belief that pleasure is the only good worth pursuing. Hedonism is perfectly
consistent with charitable giving. For example, a person might be moved to
pity at the sight of a beggar on the street and may give to the beggar in order
to remove their discomfort caused by the sight. Note the focus on the indi-
vidual; for liberals it is paramount that individuals have the freedom to
transact with one another. Where a person does act selfishly by ruthlessly
promoting their own benefit over that of others, liberals argue that competi-
tion provides the best curb. The selfish person may deceive another once and
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get away with it but with active and lively competition, the duped party,
having learnt their lesson, can go elsewhere next time.

3.2.1.1 The liberal view of power

The liberal definition of power is conceived as a form of capacity exercised
by one individual over another. Dahl frames this in individual terms:

‘My idea of power then is something like this. A has power over B to the extent
that he can get B to do something that B would not otherwise do.” [1957: 203]

Power is conceived as a relation between sovereign individual actors. Within
this conception power has a source or base, such as love, fear or money. Most
children will recognize that physical strength is a source which provides
some children with the ability to do things which they would not otherwise
do. Or again there is a common belief in society that wealthy individuals can
effectively ‘call the shots” over others who cannot equal their command of
resources.

Michman and Sibley (1980) constructed a list of seven bases of power
which are drawn upon by firms in constructing their power in the distribu-
tion system. Two of these are economic, including the size of the firm and the
resources which it has at its disposal. The remaining five bases are related
indirectly to these. First is the ability of a firm to reward others; second is its
level of unique knowledge or expertise in areas which are crucial to
economic success; third is referent power, or the degree to which other firms
seek to emulate the firm; fourth is legitimate power, the degree to which the
firm is larger and controls more resources which in turn define a
superior—subordinate relationship in relation to other firms; finally there is
coercive power, as reflected in the ability to punish others. This scheme has
been used to analyse relations in the supply chain. For example the power of
the massive US retailer Walmart can be analysed in terms of its ability to
reward and to punish others (Walmart’s $167 billion annual turnover enables
it to ‘reward” those who will work within its extremely tight cost-control
policies and delivery schedules), and its unique knowledge (in the ability to
track real-time logistics and transactions data). It is a company whose
competence in logistics and cost-control has gained the grudging respect of
competitors, which rightly fear its size, and which has the power of life and
death over small suppliers, particularly those which trade in the Third
World.

3.2.1.2 Liberal pluralism

A clear theme running through the liberal argument is that morality is asso-
ciated with the rational pursuit of self-interest and that ‘enlightened’ self-
interest is linked to attending to the interests of those others upon which
one’s own interests are based. How does this individualist conception
accommodate the differences between economic and political actors of quite
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different scales of organization? Surely theorists do not mean to suggest that
‘Joe Public’ can take on the likes of giants such as the Microsoft Corporation?
Liberal pluralists would deploy two arguments here. The first argument is
that government should keep a close eye on restrictive practices and
attempts by companies to control markets, for example by means of mergers
and acquisitions. Within this view a lack of competition is seen to be the
bedfellow of practices such as price-fixing, and its proponents argue that the
role of government is to ensure that the market is allowed to work free from
constraint. A second means is that it is rational for consumers to seek out
those who have similar preferences to club together in their own interests to
exert pressure on firms and on government. It follows logically, since
consumers are assumed to be rational, that the absence of such pressure
would signify that the individual’s interests are being fully met.

The influence of liberal theories in the field of politics is exemplified by
liberal pluralist theory. The pluralist perspective on democratic politics
comes close to economic liberalism in that it conceives society as made up
of a plurality of groups, each composed of like-minded individuals in
pursuit of their self-interest. Such groups are associations of rational indi-
vidual interests. The state is considered to be politically neutral and to be
separated from economic power in society; in other words democratic poli-
tics and capitalist economics are thought to be quite distinct. The liberal
commitment to individual freedom insists that the role of the state should
be largely passive, acting to provide a minimal framework for the conduct
of economy and society. The role of the state is thus to be responsive to the
needs of society. In the first instance liberals would argue that this is
achieved through the provision of an electoral mandate by the people to
those who govern; during a government’s period of office such needs may
be channelled through the representations of interest groups. Elections are
considered to be forms of competition between two or more political
parties, which must compete for the endorsement of the electorate. Within
pluralist theory the state is held to be responsive to the expressed needs of
the people, as to be re-elected, governments must pursue policies which
command sufficient popular support. The electoral system is supplemented
by interest-group activity to which the state also responds. It is also
assumed that the more intense the feelings of a group of citizens on a partic-
ular issue, the more likely they are to have an influence on policy. Interest-
group activity therefore provides more information between elections
which allows the decision-makers within the state to weight preferences
during the formulation of policy.

Interest-group formation: Yannacone, DDT and the EDF

Since the 1960s there has been an explosion in the numbers of groups
which purport to represent the interests of one group or another to the
state. An early example featured the issue surrounding DDT, the wonder
pesticide that many believed would permanently eradicate killer diseases
such as malaria. The publication of Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring and
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a one-hour television documentary dampened such enthusiasm and instead
provoked widespread concern about the adverse effects that DDT might
have on wildlife, particularly upon birds and fish. Soon after this the wife of
Long Island resident Victor Yannacone spotted a major fish-kill near her
home, which she found had happened subsequent to spraying with DDT.
Once informed, Yannacone was incensed by this and established the
Environmental Defence Fund which had the aim to ban the use of DDT. The
EDF used the emerging discipline of ecology as its main argument, contend-
ing that chemicals such as DDT were spreading uncontrollably with poten-
tially disastrous effects for the peregrine falcon, among other birds. In 1968
the EDF found an obscure law in Wisconsin, which stated that a person or
group could obtain a legal hearing if a claim was associated with water
pollution in the state. The subsequent hearing, which took place in the vast
state legislature, quickly became a trial of DDT. Yannacone’s group had to
prove that one part DDT per million was significant. They did so through the
inadvertent assistance of an expert from the pro-DDT lobby. Next day the
media ran with the story: ‘Noted Scientist Says DDT Destroys Sex
(Hormone)'. Another scientist claimed to have discovered DDT in (human)
mothers” milk, stating that if babies drink the milk of cows which graze on
grass sprayed on DDT, their fat is going to contain DDT, and as fat is in the
brain, then brains will be loaded with DDT. This was in all of the Sunday
papers. The opposition were furious, claiming that scientific evidence had
been sensationalized through media spin. However the case went the EDF’s
way and fuelled by public concern, DDT was officially banned. Many felt
that the outcome was a victory for media ‘hype” over scientific fact. Farming
groups advertised against the decision, arguing that city people were not
aware of the real facts and that this would set aside years of progress. But
DDT was not rehabilitated. The media subsequently became preoccupied
with the harmful effects of chemicals which they portrayed as malign. When
ultimately they sought, reputedly with EDF support, to link DDT to cancer
in humans, Yannacone left the EDF. He did not believe the link to be based
on fact.

In the above example we see the clear division into two sides: those for
and against the use of DDT. Interest groups included the ‘EDF’, “farmers” and
‘scientists’. The EDF would be classified as a promotional interest group as
its members are held together by a shared attitude (with respect to DDT).
The EDF differs from sectional groups, for example those which represent
farmers, or small business, who exist to represent the interests of their
members. It is clear from the case that those for the ban on DDT ‘won’ - DDT
was banned.

3.2.1.3 Consumer power: where does ‘direct action’ fit in?

According to the liberal pluralist view, issues related to the economy should
be regulated through the mediation of the preferences of millions of actors
through the marketplace, while those of the polity should be regulated
through the system of elections and inter-election representation by pressure
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groups. The resort to direct action by pressure groups is thus regarded as
threatening the stability of pluralism, whose legitimacy is founded on the
efficacy of these mediating mechanisms. As a consequence, liberal theorists
have little truck with those who engage in forms of ‘direct action” (which
may equally be viewed as a weakness of their ability to explain current
developments).

According to some liberal accounts the dollar or pound in a consumer’s
pocket is equivalent to a vote. Those offerings that receive the most ‘votes’
are rewarded for their success in giving the market what it wants. Liberals
would then propose a simple solution for the person who doesn’t like the
product that a company produces, the service it offers, its environmental
policies or the way in which it treats its workforce: withdraw your ‘vote” and
spend your money elsewhere. As a result, if enough people feel like you then
competitive offerings that do take your preferences into account will emerge
to displace the firm which displeases you. On the other hand, if other people
do not see the situation in the way that you do, you may vote with your
money but nobody else will follow.

Consumer power: boycotts

One could describe the consumer boycott as one tactic whereby an interest
group seeks to change the direction of perceived corporate misbehaviour
through organizing the collective voting behaviour of customers. This was
used to some effect in placing pressure on the South African government
(through the organization of a boycott of South African produce) and in
targeting companies which stood as icons of support for the regime. As part
of this latter action the End Loans To South Africa (ELTSA) campaign
targeted Barclays Bank, which at the time was one the largest UK banks lend-
ing money to South Africa. Among other things, ELTSA set up a ‘shadow
board” which produced an alternative annual report, picketed branches and
distributed leaflets. On the face of it the boycott was successful: Barclays
ended its relations with the apartheid government in 1986. However the full
story is more complex and involved more actors and factors than can
adequately be covered here. The same is true for the Nestlé ‘baby milk’
boycott. As in the Barclays case, Nestle was not the only ‘offender” but it was
one of the largest.

Consumer power: other forms of direct action

A difficulty arises when those who are concerned about some aspect of corpo-
rate misbehaviour with respect to some issue feel that these ‘votes” will not
make a difference. Thus they may be too poor to have a vote, or they may be
disenfranchised to the extent that they cannot marshal enough ‘votes” to
matter — because the ‘general public’ are indifferent to the issue of their
concern, because the use of their ‘vote’ has been disqualified or disabled in
some way, or because they believe that the pluralist system is a sham.
Whatever the reason, the precedent for the use of such action in the corporate
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context is provided by earlier political movements such as Gandhi’s formu-
lation of ahimsa, or non-violent direct action in India, which in turn provided
the inspiration for the US Civil Rights movement of the 1960s. One example
of the attempt to disable the right to ‘vote’ is provided by GM soybeans. In
the late 1990s, despite the expressed concerns of UK interest groups includ-
ing environmentalists and retailers, US soy producers announced that in
future all consignments of soy would contain some genetically modified
produce. As soy is an ingredient in hundreds of products, this could have
been regarded as a ploy to forestall any protests or boycott of GM soy.

Interest groups are likely to use direct action as a last resort, and particu-
larly if their world view is sufficiently apocalyptic (‘We’ve got to save the
planet now, at all costs!’). Research carried out in the early 1970s seemed to
suggest that promotional groups such as the EDF would be more likely to
resort to direct action because they were perceived to be ‘outsiders” with
respect to the decision-making process. This could hardly be the case nowa-
days when groups such as Greenpeace and WWF are considered to be main-
stream. These have been replaced by other groups whose very structure
makes it difficult if not impossible to integrate them within the liberal
consensus. For example the Animal Liberation Front (ALF) is proscribed as
a terrorist organization. Many organizations conform more closely to
Maffesoli’s description of the ‘neo-tribes’, with a fluid amorphous structure
and no clear hierarchy. Such groups include ‘New Age travellers” and the UK
road protestors, whose history is described by George McKay in his book
appropriately entitled Senseless Acts of Beauty. The UK fuel protests which
took place in 2000 provide another example of direct action; television
reporters initially searched in vain for the ‘leaders’ of this movement. The
‘spokespersons” who eventually and somewhat reluctantly came forward
insisted that there was no leadership.

Anti-consumption action

It is one thing to seek to stir up outrage at corporate malpractice and to
scapegoat a likely target. It is quite another to question the very act of
consumption itself. After all consumption is normal. More than that, as
Baudrillard notes, it is our duty; if we do not consume regularly and in suffi-
cient quantities we may destroy economic growth and our own wellbeing.
Baudrillard also notes that the market system encourages us to think of
consumption as a primarily individual and solitary affair, asking:

‘Can we imagine a coalition of drivers against car registration? Or a collective
opposed to television? Even if every one of the million viewers is opposed to tele-
vision advertising, advertisements will still be shown.’

The dilemma faced by anti-consumerists is how to reduce the power or the
hold of consumption in the everyday lives of the citizen. Consider the
approach of one anti-consumer group called Enough. The challenge identi-
tied by Enough is how to sell the message about the negative impact of
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consumption on workers’ lives, the environment and on the Third World,
without wearing a hair shirt. In other words, if consumption is thought of as
being equated with fun for most people, then to be anti-consumption could
easily be construed as being ‘against fun’. Members of Enough are concerned
about the exploitative effects of the 24/7” consumer society for those work-
ers who must man the supermarkets and call centres which service its
demands. They are also concerned about the aspects of waste and environ-
mental destruction associated with the consumer society. However the group
are also keenly aware that consumption is seen generally to be a good thing
by many people and that people do not like being preached at. As a result the
group have developed a combination of approaches including seminars and
spectacular events such as ‘No Shop Day’, which is usually held in
November. The aim of the event is to avoid associating the event with feel-
ings of guilt and to link the idea of anti-consumption with humour.

Politics isn't working: the possibilities for consensus in a
fractured society

A key issue concerns the implications for society when, in seeking to push
their agenda, the activities of interest groups spill over the boundaries of
legality. Such activities may range from NIMBY (Not In My Back Yard)
protests against the location of waste incinerators to bomb attacks by the
Animal Liberation Front. To make matters more complex the same industry
may be attacked by different interest groups at the same time but for differ-
ent reasons. In recent years the Shell Oil Company has been targeted by
Greenpeace among others for attempting to dispose of the Brent Spar plat-
form at sea and for their exploitation of indigenous cultures. Concerned by
their attempts to frustrate the Kyoto accord, ecologists have argued for
boycott action to encourage oil companies to develop alternatives to the use
of the internal combustion engine. On the other hand UK fuel protestors
virtually closed the country down in pursuit of their aim to reduce the crip-
pling prices of fuel which were perceived to be wreaking devastation for
small road hauliers and the rural community. Given the divergence in aims
of different groups and the increasing tendency to resort to boycott and
other direct action tactics, there is growing concern among some commen-
tators that this poses a grave threat to the ‘liberal consensus” where legiti-
mate action is deemed to be taken through political representation and the
courts.

3.2.1.4 Liberal marketing theory

In terms of market transactions, if one agrees that consumers are sovereign,
then ultimately it is those firms which provide the most satisfying assort-
ments in terms of matching consumer desire that will survive and prosper
over the competition; similarly governments whose policies do not meet the
needs of the electorate lose their mandate at the next election. If, according
to liberal economic theory, such outcomes are best left to the survival of the
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tittest in the marketplace, what additional role can be played by marketing?
As we shall see this is far from clear.

If one accepts the current rather limited historical record of the develop-
ment of the academic discipline of marketing, this originated in departments
of economics in the United States towards the end of the nineteenth century.
The German-educated academics at the rural University of Wisconsin were
wary of liberal market theory, contending that the market is subject to distor-
tion and inefficiency. They were consequently interested in investigating
among other things the real extent of consumer sovereignty. One project
studied whether small farmers and consumers were being exploited by
powerful intermediaries in the dairy business (Sheth et al., 1988: 96/7; Jones
and Monieson, 1990). While the state-funded academics at Wisconsin viewed
the marketing activities of firms and intermediaries from a disinterested and
sometimes critical viewpoint, a managerialist strand of marketing developed
whereby the academic study of marketing was identified with the interests
of the firm. At Harvard University, marketers were concerned to develop a
bundle of techniques with which to educate a cadre of marketing managers
who could fill the higher echelons of corporate America. The managerialist
approach truly came into its own between the 1940s and 1960s with the
development of tools such as the ‘marketing mix” and market segmentation
for use by marketing executives.

It is clear that some marketing management theorists saw their version of
marketing as not simply comprising a bundle of techniques but as a means
to improve the morality of trade. Marketing chronicler James Bartels argues
that the development of marketing management is central to the evolution-
ary development of trade, away from deception and other ‘base’ practices, to
a new and higher level (Bartels, 1988: 7/8). The moral rationale for market-
ing management is enshrined in the marketing concept, which Sheth et al.
(1988) say is ‘the most famous axiom developed in marketing history’. This
was first outlined in the following quote by J.B. McKitterick:

‘Turning the issue around, if business enterprises are to compete successfully in
the quicksilver of modern markets, something more than sophistication in means
of doing marketing work is going to be required. Indeed, to plan at all, and think
adequately of what competition might do and its possible effects before commit-
ting multi-million dollar resources, requires knowledge of the customer which
penetrates to the level of theory. So the principal task of the marketing function in
a management concept is not so much to be skilful in making the customer do
what suits the interests of the business as to be skilful in conceiving and then
making the business do what suits the interest of the customer.’ [1957: 78]

The ‘concept’ as outlined in the last sentence above, asks that marketers do
not do what suits the interests of the business but instead make the business
do what suits the interest of the customer. There is a paradox here which can
be cleared up if one modifies the passage to read ‘not so much to be skilful
in making the customer do what suits the short-term interests of the business
as to be skilful in conceiving and then making the business do what suits the
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interest of the customer and thereby serving its long-run interest’. This reading
recognizes three important things.

1. The short-term and the long-term

This notes a difficulty with liberal economic theory: that in practice, in the
short-term, firms may provide customers with poor value. This has engaged
some of the best brains in marketing who have sought (and continue to seek)
to develop a range of ingenious explanations for firms’ perennial failure to
deliver customer ‘value’.

* Marketing vs. selling orientation: In distinguishing the long- from the short-
run expectation, marketers are at their most vitriolic in distinguishing
marketing from selling. Returning to the discussion of selfishness with
respect to liberal economic theory, selling is associated with selfish behav-
iour where an individual acts purely in his or her short-term interest with-
out regard to the interests of others, especially customers. In contrast,
marketers seem to believe that marketing is imbued by a species of
enlightened self-interest in that the interest of the firm is ultimately
dependent on serving the desires of its customers (see Levitt, 1962).

* Marketing myopia: Theodore Levitt popularized the notion that marketing
managers may become blinded to what is in their (real) long-run interests
by focusing on (false) short-term cost and production efficiencies. He iden-
tifies other forms of myopia in cautioning managers against the seductive
belief that success in the marketplace could ever be due to the intrinsic
nature of the product which they make, its technology, or the production
process by which it is made. The blunt message for those managers who
do seduce themselves is that they will ultimately fall on the sword of their
own misplaced desire, as sovereign consumers march to their own tune.

¢ Interestingly, none of the above explanations places the blame on an
intrinsic flaw in the market mechanism itself. It becomes clear why this is
the case as McKitterick invokes the ultimate power of consumer sover-
eignty, arguing that while in the short-run a firm may get away with the
delivery of poor value, in the long-run, given competition and a rapidly
changing marketplace, only those who excel in understanding and
responding to customer needs will survive. Of course in a quote attributed
to Keynes: ‘in the long-run we are all dead’.

2. The customer as moral object

The second point to note from this reading is that while consumer sover-
eignty is placed in a position of key importance in the concept, the
‘customer’ is not regarded as an end in himself or herself, but rather as the
means to an end (as the key to the long-run survival of the firm). Marketing
management intrinsically views people not as ‘persons’, constituting them
as individuals of unique moral worth, but as being ‘valuable” to the extent
that as ‘customers’ they can contribute to the long-run value (the bottom
line) of the firm. In subsequent definitions of the marketing concept, the
question of the extent to which consumer sovereignty should be empha-
sized to the exclusion of profitability has been fudged by combining both
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in the idea that the firm should seek to satisfy customer needs at a profit.
While this formulation of the concept sits uncomfortably astride the fence
between sovereignty and ‘self-interest’, which ought to be one and the
same thing, most marketers leave no doubt about which side of the fence
they are ultimately on. For example in the unlikely event that marketers get
carried away into loving the customer at the expense of their own self-
interest, the ‘offensive marketer’” Hugh Davidson (1987) abjures against
those marketers who become ‘consumer worshippers’ as being one of the
marketing perverts.

3. Externalities

Finally, factors which are considered as being external to the transaction
between marketer and customer, for example the treatment of inputs to
production and the environmental costs of outputs and wastes from produc-
tion and consumption, are not considered as being relevant.

By the early 1960s marketing academics had come to believe that marketing
disciplines had truly raised the ‘base practices” of trade into a new market-
ing era. Authors argued that true marketing practice had emerged through a
series of phases or ‘eras’ (from a ‘mass-distribution” or “production era’ to
‘aggressive selling’ and now to a genuine ‘marketing orientation’), such that
by the 1960s it was considered unAmerican for a company not to practise the
marketing concept (see for example Stidsen and Schutte, 1972; Lipson and
Paling, 1974). The difficulty with this line of thought was that it was totally
detached from social reality. The claims made by marketers seemed to fly in
the face of developments on the following grounds:

e The growth of a countercultural movement in the USA and in Europe
during the 1960s was associated with a growing cynicism towards busi-
ness and marketing in particular. In one year only 8 per cent of Harvard
graduates decided to elect for business careers! (Gartner and Riessman,
1974).

* Marketing malpractice, especially with respect to selling and advertising,
was singled out as the most controversial and most criticized single zone
of business (Bauer and Greyser, 1967: 2).

* Business, and marketing in particular attracted unprecedented attention
from the US government which passed a wave of consumer legislation
(see note v).

¢ This was also a period when a large number of consumer affairs offices
were established to advise the public of their rights (see note vi).

* An array of increasingly powerful interest groups were spawned in part
as the result of a growing awareness of the growth of industrial power and
of its effects on the human and natural environment. Public awareness
was raised by the works of authors such as Vance Packard, who high-
lighted issues concerned with the use of subliminal advertising techniques
and of rapid product obsolescence by firms, and Ralph Nader, whose
Unsafe at any Speed cast doubt on the safety record of automobiles, among
other products.
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Marketing academics reacted in a number of ways to the paradoxical state of
affairs whereby marketing was simultaneously eulogized (by the marketing
academics themselves) and denigrated (it seemed, by everyone else):

¢ Some argued that the massive growth in government regulation was at
least in part the result of poor communications between government and
marketers and that both sides should move closer to the customer (see
Bauer and Greyser, 1967).

* Others responded belligerently to Vance Packard’s criticism about product
obsolescence, firstly arguing that marketers were innocent and that the
blame if any should be attached to production personnel, and secondly
that in any case consumers themselves ought to be more responsible for
their actions (see Stidsen and Schutte, 1972).

* Marketing guru Peter Drucker (1969: 61) took a different tack, maintaining
that the rise of the consumer movement was shameful to marketing, that
basically marketers had let their side down, that consumers felt that
manufacturers simply could not be bothered to ascertain their needs, and
that there was a need to get back down to brass tacks and take the
consumers’ point of view.

e Philip Kotler (1972a) backed up Levitt, pleading for restraint and under-
standing among marketers who were hostile to the rise of consumerism,
which had come as a shock to all concerned. The nub of his explanation
for the rise of consumerism hinged around the marketing concept. In one
paper he argued that while the business community had got the hang of
the spirit of the marketing concept and while it was espoused by senior
managers, line managers didn’t practise it faithfully (see note vii). Kotler
argued that marketers had been hard on Ralph Nader and other
consumerists, suggesting that in fact consumerism could be viewed as
being pro-marketing and beneficial to all parties because it helped balance
the power of sellers.

* In a later paper Kotler (1972b) suggests that what went wrong in the 1960s
was that firms had equated the fulfilment of consumer desires with
consumer satisfaction. However many products which are desired by
customers, such as cigarettes and alcohol, are also harmful to them. He
argues (1972a) that while such products may be desirable in the short-run
they are harmful to the consumer’s long-run interests. Companies should
thus reformulate such products to make them more socially desirable.
Perhaps the chief executive officers of the tobacco companies were out that
day and failed to get his message. Kotler argued that the marketing
concept should be modified so that in addition to providing customer
satisfaction and profitability, firms should act in the long-run interests of
customers as the key to attaining long-run profitable volume. He named
this reformulation of the marketing concept the societal marketing
concept.

The shock of the 1960s spawned some critical offshoots of marketing
thought, including macromarketing which concerned itself with a review of
the systemic impact of marketing practices, and green marketing which
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concerned itself with exploring their environmental impact. However for
most of the next two decades it was ‘business as usual’ for mainstream
marketing, until the moral debate opened once more under the auspices of
relationship marketing. This time the impetus came from over ‘the pond’,
from the Nordic School of marketing to be specific. Salient among this group,
Christian Gronroos and Evert Gummesson deployed moral arguments to
suggest that despite all the years of proselytizing by marketing academics,
marketing practice was still rife with instances of deception (Gummesson,
1994), and that marketing practice had become manipulative and distant
from customer concerns (Gronroos, 1996) and was in need of a new
approach. These authors place most blame on the toolkit of techniques
known as the marketing mix, which they suggest is programmed and formu-
laic, requiring the full-time attention of marketing specialists. They argue
that the formulaic notion of the mix has encouraged a mechanistic approach
to marketing and that its manipulation by specialists distances marketing
from those at the ‘front-end” of the organization who may have most to do
with actual customer interaction. Their solution is to reconnect customers
and employees through the cultivation and maintenance of long-term rela-
tionships. However recently authors have suggested that rather than mech-
anistic marketing being humanized by ‘relationship” marketing principles,
the reverse seems to have happened (Fovenier et al., 1999). Another recent
concern within the marketing academy has been to question the relevance of
marketing theory for firms. For example Wensley (1994) raises concerns
about the quality of academic research in marketing in relation to key
concepts such as segmentation, marketing orientation and interfirm
networks. Together with Douglas Brownlie and Michael Saren, he convened
a special conference in 1996 in order to ‘rethink’ the relevance of marketing.
In one of the most radical bids to ‘rethink’ the subject, Stephen Brown (1995,
1997) argues that marketing management should abandon its pretension to
be a science and restructure itself as an art-form.

3.2.1.5 Discussion

Let us recap on some of the essential features of the liberal argument prior to
considering its critique. While liberal economists place their faith in an exter-
nal object — market forces and the power of competition — to bring about the
best possible economic order, marketers emphasize the internalization of the
marketing concept as an article of faith. In particular, marketers are inclined
to invoke the power of competition in order to hint darkly at what will befall
the foolish firm that seeks to deny customer value (and therefore its own long-
run interest) by acting selfishly in the pursuit of its own short-term interests.

Liberal economists might wonder at the ambition of marketing manage-
ment theory which seeks to contain the dynamics of the market mechanism
within its own processes. Kotler’s reformulation of the marketing concept
argues that it is not sufficient for the firm to recognize the power of compe-
tition; it should also pay heed to the power of government to legislate, and
to the power of the consumer movement, other stakeholder groups and in
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particular the media, to do harm to its long-term welfare. Some might regard
as unrealizable Kotler’s suggestion that firms attempt to contain the dynamic
forces at work in liberal pluralism within their own decision-making appa-
ratus. For this to be effective decision-makers would be expected to deter-
mine the interests of stakeholders and to simulate the changing force
relations between them, in order to respond effectively to these. Economic
liberals might well consider the societal marketing concept as being morally
questionable, unrealizable and unnecessary in its attempt to suborn the
interests of others through simulating the workings of the ‘invisible hand’ of
the marketplace. Alongside recent questions about the relevance of contem-
porary marketing one must ask what it adds beyond the concept of
consumer sovereignty on which it rests.

Marketing management theory acts in a dual relation to the consumer
who is elevated to the status of supreme arbiter of managerial decisions
while being simultaneously rendered as a moral object, the means to the
attainment of the organization’s goals. The pursuit of this latter object has led
to the construction of a formidable set of technologies whose aim is to estab-
lish a complete knowledge of every aspect of consumer behaviour. In this
context it is easier to understand marketers’ overtly hostile reaction to the
emergence of real consumer power through the consumerism of the 1960s.

Marketing academics have acted in a dual role as legislators and as apol-
ogists for marketing ‘practice” since the marketing concept was defined. As
legislators they seek to instruct marketing managers of the moral rectitude of
implementation of the marketing concept. They inhabit a nether-world in the
space between the short-term and the long-term by constantly warning
managers about short-term ‘myopic’ thinking, ‘transactional’ marketing
orientation and other dangers. They thus place themselves in the position of
being the moral guardians of business, electing to stand above the fray to
legislate what business ought to do. They have also become apologists for
corporate malpractice. Given their unquestioned belief in the ultimate power
of consumer sovereignty, they cannot blame malpractice on some form of
market failure, but must instead resort to other forms of explanation (based
for example on some variant of ‘myopia’, or ‘transactional” focus).

Which returns us to the core assumptions of liberal economics: that
economic actors enter into such voluntary exchange as individuals; that each
economic actor has access to perfect information about alternative customers
or producers and so can trade between these in seeking the best deal; and
that all economic actors are rational in advancing their own self interest. The
basis for critique lies in the extent to which the real world falls short of these
ideals. It is not difficult in practice to knock down the ‘straw man’ which
constitutes homo economicus. Let us now consider some of the realities of the
present global market landscape.

3.2.1.6 Questioning liberal assumptions

To what extent are the claims made by liberals justified in reality? Below we
consider some of the key liberal assumptions.
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Free competition between individuals?

To what extent is Adam Smith’s liberal ideal of the ‘free” market a reality?
You may remember that he was especially concerned to redress the
inequities of mercantilism, involving collusion between producers, particu-
larly with respect to price-fixing in markets. Many believe that collusive or
anti-trust (see note viii) activity by firms is as prevalent nowadays as it has
ever been. Anti-trust offences refer to business practices that limit or block
competition and deny consumers access to goods or services at normally
competitive rates. Such offences are classified into two categories. Horizontal
anti-trust offences involve two or more competitors who meet in order to set
the price of a product that each company produces. Vertical anti-trust actions
on the other hand involve price-fixing within a supply-chain, between
manufacturers, suppliers and distributors.

It is impossible to determine the true extent of price-fixing and bid-rigging
in the economy. It may be unwise to use data for cases and convictions as a
basis for generalization, as those who are caught may merely be those who
take the most chances because of the circumstances which they are in (see
note ix). The US Department of Justice site documents hundreds of cases
which have been processed since 1994 (see note x). To give some idea of the
scale of this, one study (Jamieson, 1994: 40) indicated that one-third of the
Fortune 500 had been named in an anti-trust case. The scale of cases can be
huge. For example the Florida Attorney General’s Office first noticed suspi-
cious-looking bid patterns by milk suppliers and brought this information to
the attention of the Antitrust Division’s Atlanta field office in 1986. The
Division began a grand jury investigation which uncovered a state-wide
conspiracy to rig bids to public school districts in Florida and evidence of
similar conspiracies in other states. Since 3 May 1988, the Division has filed
134 milk bid-rigging cases, involving 81 corporations and 84 individuals.
Criminal fines totalling more than $69.8 million have been imposed on
corporations and individuals, and 29 individuals have been sentenced to jail.
Cases span a range of industries. Ross (1992) notes that actual cases are the
tip of what could be a very large iceberg. He quotes one anti-trust lawyer
who has said that if the US Antitrust Division tripled their staff, they would
triple their cases. The legislative environment obviously plays a role here.
During the Reagan era, the US Justice Department’s Antitrust Division chal-
lenged few of the corporate mergers that restructured American capitalism.
At that time the view of the Division was that they saw no threat, and
perhaps heightened economic efficiencies in these consolidations, whereas
traditional trustbusters feared an inexorable trend towards monopoly. Ross
(1992) regards anti-trust as ‘an activity of contagious and stubborn persis-
tence.’

Some scholars insist that anti-trust laws are counterproductive and
dysfunctional, in part resulting from government distortion of ‘free’ markets.
Without government intervention, so the argument goes, businesses would
operate more efficiently and cost-effectively, enabling the economy to regu-
late itself naturally. This view holds that oligopolies develop because they
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are more efficient industries composed of large companies able to maintain
low costs, low prices and accordingly consumer loyalty. Those who favour
regulation insist that the higher profits of such companies come from charg-
ing higher prices.

Rational calculation of interests?

A key assumption of rational economic theory is that people are fundamen-
tally problem-solvers. This functionalist perspective implies that conscious
rational problem-solving is a key heuristic, or rule of thumb, used by
economic actors to respond to change. This implies that confronted with a
change with respect to some situation (perhaps they have run out of milk),
they will: set goals as to where they would like to be (to have milk); system-
atically evaluate alternative strategic options in the light of available infor-
mation (drive to supermarket, walk to local shop); select the most optimal
option (walk to shop); implement the preferred alternative; and finally eval-
uate the success of the strategy set goals (it rained on the way to the shop,
you got soaked and they had no milk, so you will drive next time). Classical
economic theory assumes that economic actors act rationally to advance their
self-interests. To what extent is this true?

To what extent do organizations act rationally?

* Organizational decision-making

The embodiment of rationality in firms would be where organizational deci-
sion-making is based on the ideal of strategic decision-making and where the
organization structure is based on the model of a bureaucracy involving a
formal specialized hierarchy and specification of tasks. The decision-making
process itself would be based on the rational evaluation of costs and benefits,
which would seek to minimize the former and maximize the latter. One
would expect that no individual would have complete control over any
aspect of the decision-making process. While the extent of organizational
rationality is still the subject of research and is a matter of some dispute, most
researchers assume that this is generally the case (see note xi).

But what of the day-to-day rationality exercised by managers? It has long
been argued that managers’ rationality is bounded, to the extent that they do
not evaluate the likely effects of every single course of action open to them.
Managers also tend to be influenced by pressure from outside the organiza-
tion. For example Fineman and Clark (1996) found that managers are usually
influenced by only a few stakeholders, particularly environmental
campaigners or regulators, as these have the ability to do serious damage to
the organization. Do managers make choices based on their own or on orga-
nizational principles while at work? Researchers are split on this, with some
such as Tony Watson (1998) arguing that managers do actively bring their
‘outside’ ethics to bear inside the organization. However the majority find-
ing is that generally employees tend to bracket their personal morality while
at work and to substitute this with the interest of the organization (see note
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xii). The available evidence seems to indicate that (a) organizational struc-
tures and cultures are moulded in such a way as to optimize the rational self-
interest of the organization and (b) employees may or may not substitute this
form of rationality for their own set of principles in making judgements.

* Firms’ attempts to control the consumption environment

One might argue that the claim that firms seek to rationally manipulate the
consumption environment scarcely needs to be proved — the evidence is all
around us. For example this thread runs through George Ritzer’s
‘McDonaldization’ thesis, discussed in Chapter 2. Thus anything that might
resemble a product offering has usually been subjected to the most rigorous
rational evaluation from the design of the mall to that of the store, the cues
which are present in the specific retail space in which the product is
presented, the lighting (warm, yellow for bread; cold, clinical for cosmetics),
smells (the smell of leather in a car), taste (‘free’ nibbles) and touch (‘silky’
feel). Detailed research on perception and in particular on how consumers
respond to sensory cues with respect to colour, taste and smell are routinely
built into product offerings. Advertising is only one means, albeit an impor-
tant one, of seeking to ensure that the good things of life are constantly on
display. A tendency nowadays is for the interpenetration of environments
whereby these become mutually reinforcing; thus advertising which once
constituted its own micro-climate within the television schedules now
features in programmes of ‘my hundred favourite ads’. Likewise advertising
plays with genres usually reserved for soaps operas and movies, while
consuming a movie requires the mandatory consumption of the product-
placement contexts supplied within them.

Subliminal advertising

What is perhaps more worrying and potentially less legal is control by what
cannot be seen. In the mid-1950s authors such as Vance Packard railed
against the ‘hidden persuaders’ of advertising. This criticism related to the
use by advertisers of motivation research and the use of subliminal advertis-
ing. Subliminal refers to the process whereby advertisements are presented
so that they evade conscious detection by passing below (sub) the ‘limen’, or
threshold, of consumer consciousness. This ad-man’s dream (and
consumerist’s nightmare) was that consumers would comprehend advertis-
ing projected at 1/60,000th of a second, even though they could not see it.
Subliminal advertising was first tried out in the USA in 1957, where audi-
ences were subjected to ‘subliminal” images (which stated ‘Drink Coca-Cola’
and ‘Eat Popcorn’ on alternate nights) which were projected at regular inter-
vals during a movie showing in Grover’s Mill, New Jersey. While the
researcher claimed that this was a success and that sales of both Coke and
popcorn had increased following the viewing, these results were placed in
significant doubt by subsequent research findings.? Two intriguing studies
carried out by Martha Rogers and her colleagues shed some light on the

2 See Rogers (1992/93) for an easy-to-read description of the original test, and Moore (1982) for a
more heavyweight treatment of contemporary issues relating to subliminal advertising.
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subject (Rogers and Seiler, 1994). The first study indicated that even in the
1990s most Americans (75 per cent to 85 per cent) believed that advertisers
use subliminal advertising. The second study indicated that 65 per cent of
advertising professionals thought that it was used, although all but 18 (7 per
cent) said that they had never personally used it. Follow-up questions
revealed that most of these did not really understand what ‘subliminal’
meant, confusing its meaning with the use of ‘subtle’ cues, about status and
other persuasive elements which are routinely encoded into ads. The survey
revealed only one real occasion of the use of subliminal advertising, where
the word “sex” had been hidden in the background of a bank ad; however this
had been an ‘inside’ joke. The misinterpretation of the word ‘subliminal” is
reinforced through books such as Bond and Kirshenbaum’s (1998) Under the
Radar. By ‘radar’ the authors are referring to the use of perception selection
by the cynical and jaded consumer, who constructs a ‘radar shield” which
effectively screens out advertising messages. They then devise ten ‘rules’ for
advertisers who wish to evade this surveillance device, including ‘don’t look
or sound like an ad’, alongside stalwarts such as the use of humour and
sexual appeals. Their final injunction is to break the rules:

‘Consumers are like roaches. We spray them with marketing and, for a time, it
works. Then, inevitably they develop an immunity, a resistance. And the old
formulas stop working. So what we have to do is to keep breaking the rules to stay
ahead of the consumer’s ever evolving defenses.’ [1998: 92]

So the evidence suggests that while many advertisers think that subliminal
advertising is used, this is generally because they confuse the technical
meaning of ‘subliminal” which is a very specific form of advertising with
‘subtle” cues which work on the ‘subconscious’. The key issue is that adver-
tisers continue to deploy the might of their creative weaponry in seeking to
penetrate ‘below the radar’.

A relatively innocent example of the manipulation of hidden space is the
‘large’ pack of cereal which is only half-filled. Less innocent (and legal) is the
practice of increasing the value of ‘original” prices on the labels of goods
which are then offered for ‘sale” at their normal retail price. Another ruse
reported by Blumberg (1989) is the short-weighting of products. Such duplic-
ity is not required for products which are themselves so confusing that it is
almost impossible for the consumer to calculate which alternative represents
the best value. Confusion marketing is the buzzword used to describe such
practices, although the art of sewing confusion in the mind of the customer
has been practised for years. In the UK this has been applied to the ‘mis-sell-
ing’ of pensions and to the purchase of mobile telephones. Speaking of the
former at a meeting which I attended, a former chairman of the Scottish
Institute of Bankers said that he still could not understand the new
‘improved” pension products, and he was an actuary. The approach is quite
simple really. By virtue of the number of combinations of variables that are
introduced into the offering, it is virtually impossible for the consumer to
decipher the ‘true’ value of what is on offer, by comparing ‘like” with ‘like’.
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Another issue is the concealment by producers of information which
they believe may be prejudicial to their interests. For example for many
years UK consumers had no idea that it was common practice for cattle
feed to contain animal by-products, including those from sheep which had
been infected with scrapie. Likewise UK farmers have claimed that feed
companies refused to divulge ingredients of animal food during the mid-
1980s; nor were they made aware that the temperatures used to render
meat had been changed. Deliberate deception is perhaps the ultimate form
of concealment. Paul Blumberg lists a host of deceptions practised by firms,
ranging from the petty to the monstrous. The cigarette and sugar industries
have been accused of the systematic deception of the public for almost fifty
years.

While hiding information which they would prefer consumers not to
know, firms use surveillance routinely in retail contexts not only as a means
for preventing crime, but also as a means for analysing the shopping behav-
iour of customers.® Aided by firms that profile their customers, companies
have been enabled to compile formidable customer databases.

Consumer rationality

In neoclassical economic theory, consumers are assumed to act rationally in
furtherance of their self-interest. The prevailing conventional wisdom is
cognitive, following the view that people are rational but do not wish to
overburden themselves with information about products. To what extent
does actual consumer behaviour conform to this image?

Liberal economic theory assumes that buyers and sellers have knowledge
of what they are purchasing and have perfect access to information. Here we
discuss this in relation to the growing interdependency and mediation of
product-related information — the ability of consumers to understand
complex products and attempts to deceive consumers.

Consumers’ ability to process information

The idea that the parties to a transaction are informed assumes that they
have the requisite literacy and numerate skills required to become so. While
to be knowledgeable does not require one to be literate and numerate, never-
theless the growing complexity of products, particularly financial services
products, requires high levels of both if one is to detect what is contained in
the “fine print’” or to discern precisely what an “APR” might be. How knowl-
edgeable are consumers? Research in the UK carried out by a study group
headed by Sir Claus Moser indicated that 1 in 5 of all UK adults, seven
million in all, were functionally illiterate. By this he means that if given the
alphabetical index to the Yellow Pages, they cannot locate the page reference
for plumbers (see note xiii). The figure for poor literacy is roughly in line
with those for Ireland and the USA, although it is slightly higher than those

* Headline in Scotsman newspaper, Thursday, 3 December 1999.
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for some other European countries.* Problems with numeracy are even more
common than with literacy. Some researchers suggest that nearly half of all
adults in Britain have numeracy skills below the level expected of an 11-year-
old. A quarter are estimated to have ‘very low” numeracy skills, which means
that they are unlikely to be able to perform even the simplest calculations.
The lack of the requisite skills of literacy and numeracy on the part of
consumers is borne out by the massive scandal involving the ‘mis-selling” of
pensions in the UK during the 1980s and 1990s, when millions of people
were persuaded to abandon relatively secure and rewarding company
schemes for personal pensions.

A study for the UK Food Standards Agency indicates that consumers do
not fare much better when it comes to evaluating food labels. Most respon-
dents (60 per cent) claimed to refer to labelling information ‘always’ or
‘usually’. Those who reported never attending to labels tended to be younger
and poorer. While only a quarter of respondents said that labels were diffi-
cult to read and understand, remarkably few respondents were able to tell
whether the stated amount of sugar, salt or fat was ‘a lot’, or ‘a little’. The
question put to respondents was whether 10 grammes of sugar, 0.5 gram of
salt or 20 grammes of fat, within a food product was ‘a little” or ‘a lot’. In all
cases the correct answer was ‘a lot’. However between 14 and 18 per cent
simply did not know the answer; two-thirds were correct about sugar and
slightly more were correct about fat, while only one-third offered the correct
answer with respect to salt. Another question referred to a common practice
by advertisers, which is ‘informing’ consumers about the proportion of their
product that is ‘fat-free’. In answer to the question ‘80 per cent fat-free prod-
uct’ contains what amount of fat per 100 grammes?, 12 per cent of respon-
dents thought this was less than 20 per cent, 32 per cent could not answer the
question and 55 per cent offered the correct answer. The oldest and poorest
respondents were least likely to answer the question correctly.

Mediation of knowledge environment

The mediation of knowledge refers back to Giddens” point about the prolif-
erating media of exchange, discussed in Chapter 2. This relates to the
continuing trend for the specialization of knowledge which increases
consumers’ reliance on experts. While the period from the dawn of the
microcomputer in the 1980s to the end of the century was generally known
as the information age, the catchphrase for the twenty-first century is that
this is the knowledge era. And yet despite this, writers like Zygmunt
Bauman (1988) and Paul Blumberg (1989) argue that citizens and consumers
find themselves increasingly ignorant about the knowledge-rich world they
inhabit. It is now centuries from the age of the polymath, geniuses such as
Leonardo who could possibly know and understand all that there was to

* The percentage of adults with literacy skills at the lowest level is estimated to be: Poland 44 per
cent; Ireland 24 per cent; Britain 23 per cent; USA 22 per cent; Switzerland 19 per cent; Belgium,
France, New Zealand, Canada 17 per cent; Germany 12 per cent; Netherlands 10 per cent; Sweden 7
per cent.

103



CONSUMING BEHAVIOUR

104

know of their times. Medicine, the arts and sciences have become increas-
ingly specialized over time. This is also true of trade. In the early days of the
automobile, anyone with a scrap of intelligence and will could fix most
common problems. Nowadays even trained mechanics must take a backseat
to elaborate computer systems used for diagnosis and even rectification of
faults.

Bauman notes that as a result of the complexity outlined above,
consumers place more reliance upon experts. However, concerns have
arisen over the manner by which scientific data are reported by the media.
The issue is about the power of media, for example ‘glossy’ magazines, and
the power of specialist interest groups and scientific specialists who have an
investment in either spreading scare stories in order to gain research fund-
ing, or to protect the fruits of their own research, or to demand forms of
‘absolute’ verification that something (perhaps a chemical agent or animal
feed) is dangerous, such that by the time that it is certified as being danger-
ous it is too late to do anything about it. Some commentators are becoming
concerned that the power of the mass media to frame the agenda and to
influence law is something we should be concerned about, claiming that
most media documentaries on risks are low on content and high on style
and emotion. A number of ‘independent’ organizations sprang up in the
wake of such concerns in order to seek to plug what they perceive to be the
‘credibility gap’. One example is STATS (see note xiv), a US-based non-
profit organization which cites as its main objective ‘the accurate use of
scientific and quantitative information in public policy debate’, with the
intention ‘to weed out bad data and research before it enters the media
stream’. SIRC, the Social Issue Research Centre (see note xv) is another inde-
pendent non-profit organization which aims to provide ‘a balanced, calm
and thoughtful” perspective on social issues promoting ‘open and rational
debates based on evidence rather than ideology’. A number of celebrated
‘scares’ or hazards are shown in Table 3.1. Social theorist Ulrich Beck (1995)
would probably argue that the activities by groups such as the SIRC are
politically naive as the entire arena of global risks has become politicized.
As a result of the collapse of consumer belief in the objectivity of science,
consumers live in perpetual anxiety. This is compounded by monumental
errors in regulation and by the process of institutional reflexivity. With
respect to the former the following incident is depressingly familiar. ‘How
do you inform the public that they’re eating shit?” lamented one European
Commission official. He meant it literally. In this food scare the French
government admitted the run-off from septic tanks and waste water from
animal-processing had been found early that year in feed destined for pigs
and chickens (see note xvi).

As the principle of doubt is key to institutional reflexivity, scientists are
rarely surprised when other scientists dispute and in some instances over-
turn their findings. However the media reporting of individual papers
provides a gloss which makes it look as if the scientific finding is cast in
stone. This results in the consumer being confronted with constantly chang-
ing guidelines as what is ‘safe’ to consume.
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Table 3.1

Some modern hazards

Name of hazard Date Location  Description of agent Description of hazard Government action
DDT/DDE - organochlorine 1962 Global Pest control; estimated Cancer in humans Banned USA, 1971
to have prevented 500  Thinning of bird shells
million human deaths  ‘Gender-bender’
Cyclamates 1969 Global Sweetener Cancer Banned USA, 1970
Saccharin 1977 Global Sweetener Cancer Warnings on labels
USA, 1978
4-MMPD 1977 Global Hair dye Cancer Warning, USA, 1978
Genetic mutation Manufacturers remove
it from products
Tris 1977 USA Clothing, fire retardant Mutagen USA Manufacturers
Cancer withdraw, 1977
USA Exports banned
Love Canal 1976 USA Chemicals from landfill Birth defects Permanent relocation
Chromosome damage of residents
Peripheral nerve
damage
Chernobyl Soviet Various toxic effects Evacuation of area
Union Global restrictions on
agricultural exports
Three Mile Island 1979 USA Nuclear plant partial Radiation sickness Evacuation of 60 per
meltdown cent of residents
within 5-mile range
Asbestos 1979 Hair dryers Cancer Withdrawal from
market
1993 Schools Cancer None
Coffee 1981 Drink Pancreatic cancer None
Benzene in Perrier 1990 Hydrocarbon in drinking Leukemia at high dose  Withdrawal of 72
water million bottles
Cessation of
production
EDB Anti-‘knock’ agent in Carcinogen Banned, 1983
petrol/fumigant
Alar 1989 Growth regulator for Cancer Withdrawn, 1989
ripening apples
Amalgam dental fillings 1990 Mercury poisoning Range of toxic effects None

Source: Compiled from a range of sources. See Carmichael (1998) and Lieberman and Kwon (1998) for more.
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3.2.1.7 Evaluation of the liberal approach to power

The above review supports the contention that many firms actively seek to
control prices and many other aspects of the consumption environment. It
also suggests that a large number of consumers have not developed the requi-
site skills in order to live up to the ideal promulgated by economists, and that
consequently their sovereignty is, at best, limited. Consumer ignorance is
somewhat ameliorated by consumer ‘rights’ legislation and the proliferation
of self-appointed organizations and media watchdog programmes which
purport to represent the consumer interest, not to mention those who are
canny enough to make the most of their ‘consuming rights’. But what of the
ability of pluralism to explain the things which matter with respect to power?

There are several advantages to considering power as the means by which
A can get B to do something which B would not otherwise do. The first is that
it is simple, accords with ‘common sense” and can be researched and tested
in a range of situations. For instance in researching the 2001 ‘foot and mouth’
crisis which spread through the UK and into part of mainland Europe, one
could explore the ways in which different actors drew upon different bases
of power in order to seek to realize their own best interests. Likewise, one
could use this framework to explore the workings of power at the level of
global institutions with respect to the plurality of groups involved in negoti-
ating the TRIPS agreement on global intellectual property rights.

On the downside, critics accuse this conception of power as being overly
individualist and of not recognizing the fact that power relations are socially
constructed. This would imply that a focus on the ‘rational” consumer or the
scapegoated company alone would ignore the most important aspects of the
operations of power. This argument suggests that singling out Nestlé, GAD,
Levi’s or some other ‘bad apple’ to be boycotted, provides the excuse that
everything will be alright once these bad individuals are ‘reformed’,
pretends that no other companies are involved in similar practices and,
worst of all, provides an alibi which suggests that the system, which created
such conditions in the first place, is really working.

Again, as a result of its individualism, the liberal view of power has little
to say about the power of conformity. Yet social psychological experimenta-
tion has consistently shown that the power of conformity is one of the most
potent and frightening aspects of power. One might surmise that while the
power of conformity would be especially significant to children and young
adults, it would remain as a potent force even among adults.

Some would argue that the A/B formulation does not adequately capture
the essentially fluid and dispersed form of power groupings. Consider the
idea of having ‘mainstream’ culture (A) which is opposed to the countercul-
ture (B). Does it make sense to think of such ‘hard” categories as a definable
‘mainstream” which seeks to exert its power on the ‘counterculture’ and vice
versa? Theodore Roszak (1970) noted the problems with this view in respect
to 1960s counterculture when he commented that the ‘counterculture” were
those people that parents looked at every morning on the other side of the
breakfast table — their own children!
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The idea of an “A/B’ of power also refers to the power of the state over its
citizens who are subject to its laws. However, according to theorists such as
Ulrich Beck (1999), the power of the nation-state has been weakened on a
number of fronts. Nation-states have been forced to rein back welfare expen-
diture and corporate taxation in order to make themselves attractive to
global capital. Secondly, nation-states have ceded much of their power to
regional and international agencies, from the European Union to interna-
tional trade agreements such as GATT. Third has been the development of
what Beck calls ‘sub-politics’, based on direct action and concerned with
global risks and issues which are usually at least partly beyond the control of
national governments.

How would liberalism seek to counter such claims? While this is not the
place to discuss specific responses, the ‘bottom-line” liberal argument is that
no-one ever suggested that the liberal system was perfect. Rather the argu-
ment goes that the best, or least-worst, form of political and economic orga-
nization must be based on some form of recognition of the rights of
individuals. In the political sphere this is based on the principle of universal
suffrage; in the economic realm it is recognized in the ability to transact with
others in the marketplace free from the command or intervention of others,
especially the state. However, what liberalism does not explain is the exten-
sion of the market and of consumerism into the political realm. The ‘rolling-
back’ of the state since the Reagan-Thatcher era is part of a major process
involving the wholesale privatization of spaces which had previously been
considered to be public, with private business becoming progressively
involved in a range of activities such as the administration of power-genera-
tion, health, universities, prisons and even cities. Business is even taking
over the role played by legislation; for example Bird’s Eye Walls acted in its
long-run interest by developing and implementing a code for sustainable
fishing practice among its suppliers (see note xvii). Even more significant is
the idea that citizenship, with its attendant rights and responsibilities, is
being supplanted by consumerism, where hard-won rights of the citizen (for
example, to free speech) are no longer guaranteed.

3.2.2 Reformism

While the liberal explanation of power focuses on the ability of A to make B
surrender to his or her will, a second model of power recognizes that power
is exercised not only in making a decision that goes against B but in the ‘non-
decision” or ‘non-event’ that keeps the questions that are in B’s interests but
not in A’s from even arising. This means that conflicts of interest can be
covert as well as overt.

Bachrach and Baratz (1962) argue that the pluralist analysis of power does
not distinguish between important and unimportant issues. Linked to this is
the issue of ‘non-decisionmaking’. This means that A devotes his energies to
creating and reinforcing political and institutional practices which limit the
scope of politics to issues which are innocuous to A (1962: 948). In this view
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A seeks to ensure that the ‘rules of the game’, or accepted and dominant
values, work in his favour and to the detriment of B. There are three ways in
which this process can work in favour of A through non-decisionmaking.
First the powerful party, A, may not bother to admit, attend to or listen to the
demands articulated by B. Even if these are admitted they may be tied up by
endless requests for clarification or by endless committees or other delaying
tactics. For example one can think here of those decades where the issue of
the regulation of the tobacco industry was tossed back and forth between
government departments, despite knowledge in the early 1950s that tobacco
presented a clear danger to the health of smokers. A second possibility is that
B anticipates A’s likely opposition and consequently doesn’t even bother to
raise the issue, because of the power exercised by A. Finally A can dominate
B without B being aware of this through the mobilization of bias. This refers
to the degree of control which A has over the political process and over the
beliefs and opinions of less powerful groups, so that A can effectively deter-
mine not only whether certain demands are to be expressed but also whether
those demands will even enter people’s minds (Saunders, 1979: 30). These
ideas will now be illustrated with respect to the work of ].K. Galbraith.

3.2.2.1 J.K. Galbraith’s view of power

Bachrach and Baratz’s concept of non-decisionmaking can be illustrated in
relation to the works of J.K. Galbraith, who attempts to turn the conventional
wisdom of liberal economics on its head. In The Affluent Society (1958),
Galbraith outlines his argument which seeks to explain demand as the
outcome of production and not the other way round. He expands on this
account in The New Industrial State (1967), where he attacks the general
consensus regarding the existence of consumer sovereignty, arguing instead
that a better explanation for real conduct in the marketplace is based on what
he calls the revised sequence. By this he means that rather than considering
firms as being submissive to the whims of sovereign consumers, it is more
realistic to consider that consumers are largely submissive to the desires of
firms.

In order to more fully understand Galbraith’s views, we must first briefly
summarize his explanation of power in relation to economic life. Galbraith
tirst equates the exercise of power as the exercise of one’s will on others — the
greater the imposition of the will, the greater is the power. Alongside
Bachrach and Baratz as quoted above, and in contradistinction to the liberal
view of power, he argues that some use of power depends on its being
concealed, and that submission to such power is not always evident to those
who experience it. Also the instruments for subordinating people and the
sources of this ability are changing. Galbraith’s scheme has three instruments
for wielding power which he labels condign, compensatory and conditioned
power. Condign power involves alternatives to individual or group prefer-
ences being sufficiently unpleasant to lead to abandonment of such alterna-
tives. While condign power is a negative instrument, compensatory power
is positive, based on the offer of a reward or inducement of some kind.
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Conditioned power is exercised by influencing a person’s beliefs; persua-
sion, education and social commitment about what seems to be natural,
proper and right causes the individual to submit to the will of others, with-
out necessarily being aware that he or she is doing so. Submission takes place
because this seems to be the right and natural thing to do, and the fact of
submission is not recognized. The idea of conditioned power is thus similar
to that of the ‘mobilization of bias’ described by Bachrach and Baratz above.
Galbraith cites as examples of conditioned power, the role played by formal
education in the transmission of ‘acceptable codes’ through the family,
schools and universities. These seek to create submission to group values,
such as ‘patriotism’” or the virtues of ‘free enterprise’, being taken for granted
as the right way to think of one’s country and the functioning of the
economic system. In particular he singles out the role played by advertising
in cultivating beliefs. In this view, advertising plays a key role in bringing the
buyer to a belief in the purposes of the seller as a form of submission: “He or
she submits to the will of the purveyor of the beer, cigarettes, detergent or
political purpose” (1984: 30).

Galbraith’s typology includes three sources of power.; these are person-
ality, property and organization. He notes that whereas in primitive soci-
eties personal power was linked primarily to the exercise of force (condign
power), in contemporary societies it is more often linked to the ability to
instil beliefs (conditioned power). If one has sufficient property, including
income, then one can purchase the submission of others. He believes that
the central tool in marketing effectiveness lies in winning the submission of
customers. This depends on the effectiveness of organization in securing
the submission of employees, particularly full-time employees, and most
especially the most senior employees, in the pursuance of corporate goals.
Thus:

‘No senior executive would presume to suggest that the cigarettes his company
makes cause cancer, that its automobiles are unsafe, that its pharmaceuticals are
medically suspect. Or that some political initiative sought by the company -
improvement of competition allowances or the reduction of foreign competition,
is in conflict with the public interest.’ [1984: 59]

Galbraith’s view of power is systemic in that he argues that modern society
is in equilibrium between those who exercise power and those who counter
it. In this view the usual and most effective response to an unwelcome exer-
cise of power is to build a countervailing power. For example if sellers over-
charge then buyers will come together with other buyers to boycott or
bargain. In modern societies, he argues, it is the state which acts as arbiter
of power. Different groups in society seek the support of the state in
winning the submission of others or in resisting the power of others. The
state regulates condign power. It also regulates forms of compensatory
power such as the use of bribes or kickbacks. In the USA particularly, the
state guarantees the use of conditioned power through the exercise of ‘free-
dom of speech’.
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Galbraith’s account of the exercise of power in high capitalism

In discussing the exercise of power in contemporary society, Galbraith first
refers his reader to Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations. Galbraith argues that the
works of Smith, allied with others such as Malthus, Ricardo and Bentham,
have been particularly influential in socially conditioning those who ruled
the state to a belief in industrial capitalism. Thus Bentham’s argument for
utilitarianism representing ‘the greatest good for the greatest number” seems
best adapted to Smith’s policy of ‘laissez-faire’, which equates the pursuit of
all economic self-interest with the public good. Galbraith says that it would
be hard to think of any idea so serviceable to industrial power. In this view
the actions of industrialists are rendered ultimately virtuous ‘by an overrid-
ing law to which he, however selfish or sordid his purpose or motivations,
was wholly subject’ (1984: 113).

Galbraith argues that in today’s world Smith’s notion of the operation of
the ‘invisible hand’ of the marketplace is a sham. Smith originally proposed
this in order that competition might break the power of the great chartered
companies. Yet, Galbraith argues, competition is precisely what is lacking in
reality today. As a consequence, Smith’s rhetoric of competition operates as
a powerful tool for large companies which seek to condition others into
believing that it still prevails. Why has competition disappeared? Galbraith
argues that capitalism grew on the back of powerful personalities (Carnegie,
Rockefeller etc.) who came to control massive properties. In time, such prop-
erty came to be seen less as the extended arm of the boss and to be governed
by management specialists. Through compensatory power, industrialists
bought legislators and consumers. In the modern age, organization in the
form of the technostructure has emerged as the source of power in industrial
capitalism. The technostructure can best be thought of as a vast managerial
bureaucracy which subverts the marketplace in seeking to serve its own
interests over those of shareholders and customers.

Galbraith argues that oligopoly is the reality for most markets, which are
dominated by a few large sellers. He suggests that there is general agreement
among economists that this is the case, that such firms wield considerable
control over prices and that price-fixing is endemic in ensuring an ‘orderly’
marketplace. Furthermore, anti-trust legislation merely serves the purpose of
denying market power to those who do not have it or who have difficulty in
exercising this, while according immunity to those who already have such
power. For example he suggests that while the top three US automobile
manufacturers can control prices with little or no interference from regula-
tors, if three or more subcontractors tried to do so, the law would be on them
like a tiger (1967: 192). He further asserts that the practical effect of the anti-
trust laws is obscurantist; while their stated aim may be to improve the oper-
ations of the marketplace, in reality they add to the illusion of marketplace
control and consumer sovereignty.

The main aim of the technostructure is to ensure its own survival, which
means at bottom that it is free from control by either customer or stockholder
(Galbraith, 1967: based on chapters 15-19, 34 and 35). It seeks to ensure that
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consumers buy what is available at whatever price it determines and that
stockholders receive a return which is adequate or enough for them not to
wish to rock the boat. The need to manage both aggregate and specific
demand is due to the ability through increased technology and operational
efficiencies to produce very large volumes. Galbraith deploys the neologism
of the revised sequence in order to explain this. In this view the ‘accepted
sequence’ encapsulates consumer sovereignty and the marketing concept:
that all needs start with consumers, and that the expression of such needs
sends signals to producers who respond to this message of the market and
the instructions of the consumer. The revised sequence in contrast refers to
the reality, whereby producers condition the creation and satisfaction of
needs and wants in the interests of the technostructure. Advertising is espe-
cially important to the technostructure as there is a need to create a ready
market for the goods on offer. In response to the statement that much adver-
tising is informational, Galbraith sardonically replies ‘Only a gravely
retarded person would need to be told that the American Tobacco Company
has cigarettes for sale’ (1967: 210). The presumption that the marketplace is
dominated by homo economicus, that individual rational agent, utility maxi-
mizer and originator of his needs, supposes any interference with the
expressed preferences of this sovereign individual to be unwarranted. As a
result, any public objections to lethal automobile design, disabling drugs,
disfiguring beauty aids or high-calorie reducing compounds are interpreted
as constituting interference with the individual’s design for maximizing his
satisfaction and with the resulting economic response. This provides a
powerful protection for the technostructure which hides behind the rhetoric
of the sovereign individual as a cover for its wholesale manipulation of the
marketplace. As a result everything from retail strip developments to indus-
trial farms and air and river pollution is justified on the basis of the rhetoric
of ‘freedom of individual choice’.

What solutions does Galbraith offer to this abuse of power represented by
the technostructure? He argues that this must be broken in order to ensure a
safer basis for underwriting technology, the expansion of socially useful
services and the emancipation of education. There is no point in looking to
the state for this, as there is an ‘increasingly artificial and indistinct” line
drawn between the technostructure and the state. Rather he sees the intel-
lectual community as the vanguard of this change. This is because he
believed at that time (in the 1960s) there was a strong and independent sense
of academic freedom of intellectuals in the USA which was not constrained
by bureaucracy nor compromised through reliance on the technostructure.
One wonders what he would think now.

3.2.2.2 Evaluation of Galbraith

Galbraith’s work is unusual in that it exemplifies his theory itself; during the
1960s the idea of the ‘technostructure’ formed a rallying ground for those
countercultural forces which sought to undo the perceived power of capital.
How relevant are his ideas now? The power and concentration of industrial
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3.2.3

capital is much greater now than it was in the 1960s. For ‘global” and ‘anti-
capitalist’ protestors such power is encapsulated in the perceived non-
accountable actions of the G7/G8, World Bank and other powerful interests.
One could argue that the concept of the technostructure has been made flesh
through the formation of the Bilderberg group, which represents an elite
coalition of government and business interests which meets periodically
with the aim of discussing and acting upon important global issues away
from the media spotlight (thus justifying its shadowy existence). However
while the existence of the Bilderberg group may be a conspiracy theorist’s
dream, one might conjecture that any attempt to control the global economy
in the era of ‘post-Fordism” and the ‘electronic herd” would be doomed to
failure. Additionally authors have taken Galbraith to task with respect to the
idea of the ‘revised sequence’, arguing that this exaggerates the true state of
affairs. Others argue that it is accepted in economics that production deci-
sions have to be made in anticipation of consumer demands, and that while
consumers may be led to the product, they are not obliged to buy it. For
example the Ford Edsel was reckoned to be, in real terms, the most expen-
sively researched product ever developed. Backed by a massive advertising
blitz, the Edsel fell flat on its face once launched because in the period
between conception and launch the style became unfashionable. Galbraith
thus tends to reinforce the collusive operations of industrial power while
neglecting the power of consumers to deviate from those intentions.
Nevertheless his argument with respect to the organization of industrial
power adds some substance to the arguments of those who question the
liberal view.

Steven Lukes: a radical view of power

Steven Lukes’ radical formulation of power extends the reformist argument
of non-decisionmaking one further step. If for instance we assume that ‘news
management’ through the mobilization of bias is endemic in pluralist soci-
eties, then what if this has reached such a peak that large sections of the
population no longer recognize what their true interests are? This idea — that
(particularly working class) people live in an imaginary relation to their real
conditions of existence — describes the negative view of ideology. This is
negative in that it describes a person as living a false or inauthentic existence.
To say that a person lives in an imaginary relation suggests a form of fantasy.
Below we will discuss two negative views of ideology. The first is based on
a psychoanalytic view and argues that important critical elements within a
person’s psyche have been repressed. A second ‘narrow’ view simply argues
that ideology is transmitted through advertising.

3.2.3.1 Herbert Marcuse: ideology as repression

Linked to the idea that ideologies are created and circulated by the ruling
class is the idea that a person’s personality is shaped by ideology. You will
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remember from Chapter 2 that Reuben Fine suggests the modern character
has become more individualized and narcissistic. Norbert Elias’s account of
the changing topology of the self also supports such a view, arguing that
psychogenetic processes involving the structure of personality are intimately
related to and dependent upon changes in social organization (sociogenesis).
Elias draws upon Freud’s concepts of id, ego and superego to suggest that,
because of increased social dependencies, the superego role is enhanced in
modern societies; this places pressure on the ego to conform to the demands
of society to sublimate the energies of the id in socially acceptable ways. In
this view the ego in consumer society acts more forcefully to repress id ener-
gies. Herbert Marcuse, a ‘guru’ of the 1960s, based his theory on ideological
repression of erotic desire through a process which he termed ‘repressive
desublimization” (Marcuse, 1964), which will be explained below. Marcuse
bases his explanation on Freud’s hydraulic model of human motivation. In
this view both physical and psychical growth arise as the result of the
constant exchange of energy. The id is presented as a storehouse or cauldron
of energy which is invested into the world by the ego in the hope that this
will be returned with interest. For example hunger arising in the body
provides energy which seeks sustenance and the food received replaces the
energy which has been lost and gives back an additional amount. The
hydraulic analogy is thus appropriate in that the person is seen as ‘growing’
and developing physically and psychically through the constant exchange of
energy flows. The name which Freud gave to this energetic principle was
Eros, which represents the life-force which develops as the infant develops.
The infant is thus governed by id forces associated with the pleasure princi-
ple, which is innate and leads to the gratification of instinctual demands
through wish-fulfilling fantasies, which have no relation to the demands of
reality. This is consistent with the state of primary narcissism where the
young child has yet to define and construct an ego or sense of self. The
emerging ego is shaped slowly as the result of parental guidance and disci-
pline. As opposed to the pleasure principle which is driven purely by inter-
nal desire, the emerging ego is governed by the reality principle, in that it
must take into account the demands of society, as represented by the super-
ego, for civilized behaviour.

Marcuse begins by insisting that ‘a comfortable, smooth, reasonable,
democratic unfreedom prevails in advanced industrial civilization’. By this
he means that the topology of the self has been changed in modern industrial
society. Marcuse argues that because modern life is so bland and so comfort-
able, the critical dimension of self represented by the ego has failed to
develop and largely disappeared, leaving the total domination of id forces by
the superego, which represents the demands of the industrial system. What
used to be liberty is represented as a pseudo ‘freedom of choice’ in the world
of goods. As a result people come to identify themselves purely within the
realm of commodities — of automobiles, hi-fis, split-level homes, kitchen
equipment and so on. The notion of repressive desublimization refers to the
loss of the traditional role of the ego in mediating or sublimating id-instincts
in socially acceptable ways. Marcuse argues that the traditional role played
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by sublimation was a painful but important means for facilitating the trans-
fers of energies between the self and the world. But consumer society
destroys the ability to sublimate (to increase the flow to the world and back
to the self) of this energy. Marcuse illustrates processes of sublimation/
repressive desublimization through a number of examples: the wandering
poet/the modern tourist, the craftsman/the assembly line worker, factory-
produced bread/the home-made loaf and making love in a meadow/
making love in a car. The alternatives offered by consumer society (listed to
the right) illustrate for Marcuse the de-eroticization of a whole sphere of life,
which as a consequence has led to a reduction in the amount of energy
produced. In the modern mechanized condition cathexis, or investment of
energy, is blocked and this limits the scope for and the need of sublimation.
While society purportedly operates under a regime of sexual freedom, this is
in fact the age of a general repression of genuine sexuality. False needs are
those which are superimposed upon the individual in his repression.

Marcuse represents just one strand of opinion within that dissident school
of thought known as the Frankfurt School. Erich Fromm (1978), whose work
is discussed in more detail in Chapter 10, discusses the anxiety-ridden
‘marketing character’, who comes to see himself as a form of commodity to
be branded and displayed in the marketplace of commodities. Others liken
modern consumers to narcissistic infants, who though passive believe that it
is they who are active and controlling (see for example Lasch, 1979). You will
find that Brennan (1993), whose work is discussed in Chapter 2, takes a simi-
lar point of view.

3.2.3.2 Ideology: distortion through transmission of ‘ruling ideas’

Compared to the idea that ideology is a form of repression, the narrower
formulation of ideology describes it as a form of inversion which is based on a
distortion which is made to seem as if it is natural and inevitable. Generally this
is associated with the ‘mystifying’ effect of ‘ruling ideas’ in perpetuating
‘false consciousness’. Let me try to translate this into English. In this formu-
lation, ideology is said to be an inversion because people (the working class)
believe that the state of affairs in which they live (contentment) is quite
different from their real situation (immiseration by capital). They argue that
this state of affairs has arisen as a result of indoctrination through state-
sponsored media, which include not only the mass media of television,
radio and newspapers but also schools and religious and other forms of
education. Through this indoctrination, it is argued, people come to think of
things which have been socially created (their position in the world, the
nuclear family) as being somehow natural and inevitable. This is similar to
the idea of the ‘mobilization of bias” developed by Bachrach and Baratz and
of conditioned power developed by J.K. Galbraith, which were outlined in
previous sections of this chapter. It is also central to Stuart Ewen’s explana-
tion which formed the basis for the second ‘story’ told in Chapter 1 (Ewen,
1976, 1986).

One view about the role played by ‘ruling ideas’ is that consumer society
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creates particular types of character, or more specifically that advertising
creates false needs or that it ‘normalizes’ the values of the ruling class. This
view corresponds to John B. Thompson'’s claim that to study ideology is to
consider the ways in which meaning serves to sustain relations of domina-
tion.> Here the topic for research is the advertising system and in particular
the ways in which this acts to reinforce the acceptance of ‘ruling ideas’ by the
‘masses’.

One discussion relates to the creation by advertising of false needs, the
other to the communication of dominant values. The discussion of false
needs has attracted a lot of attention, not least from the work of Raymond
Williams (1962: 188/9) and J.K. Galbraith (1958). For Williams the ‘magic’
effected by advertising is to link products to meanings which have signifi-
cance for individuals, but which act to mask the social nature of many real
needs. This issue is discussed more fully in the next chapter which covers the
issues of exchange, needs and values.

Construction of ‘woman’ through advertising

With respect to the communication of dominant values, Lee and Murray
(1995) discuss the process whereby advertising functions as a form of ‘super-
structural’ knowledge which communicates the values, interests, opinions
and lifestyles necessary to fuel a materialistic economy based on overpro-
duction and at the same time distorts a clear picture of this society. The
authors argue that advertising plays a role in social control. For example they
contend that advertising depicts a narrow range of social and occupational
roles for women.

According to Lee and Murray (1995), advertising serves the ‘need’ for low-
cost (therefore exploited) labour; if women perceive themselves to be infe-
rior, they might agree to a lower wage for equal work. This argument is
representative of what passes for many as ‘crude’” Marxism — the view that a
person’s material (class) position determines their real relation to the world,
although they suffer from a distorted ‘false consciousness’ brought about by
the dissemination of ‘ruling ideas’. To what extent can this be substantiated?
Most authors agree that while early advertising targeted women as home-
makers, fashion objects or sex objects, studies carried out in the early 1970s
suggested that advertising was beginning to recognize women’s role in the
(non-domestic) workplace. However Erving Goffman was to show that
women continued to be presented in subordinate roles, at least until the end
of the 1970s. In Gender Advertisements, which was to become a classic,
Goffman (1979) conducted a detailed analysis of hundreds of print ads. This
exquisitely detailed analysis shows how the presentation of gender in adver-
tising is marked by the tiniest differences in relation to posture, the position
of the hands, facial expressions and so on. The research indicated that ads
work in subtle ways to frame views of the normalcy of the nuclear family
and of the role played by men and women within it. In one section entitled

® This is referred to by Eagleton (1991: 5) as the most widely accepted definition of ideology.
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‘The Ritualization of Subordination’, Goffman describes how contemporary
ads depicted women as being systematically portrayed in subordinate posi-
tions to men, with their knees often bent, or lying on beds or floors, or posi-
tioned behind the man or below the man.

While the presentation of ads may be said to be ideological, how do
women relate to the stereotypical occupation roles and the postures
contained within them? In seeking to answer this question Wortzel and
Frisbie (1974) conducted a study to explore women’s perception of advertis-
ing which targeted them. Participants were invited to construct their own
ads for a range of products, using a ‘role-background” where they could
choose from a menu of roles — from a ‘neutral” role to that of a ‘career’
woman or ‘family” woman, the ‘fashionable’ woman or the woman as ‘sex-
object’. Findings suggested that if the results were generalized then women
would be likely to adopt different roles depending on the product being
advertised. Those who participated in the study preferred the family role-
background for food and large appliances, with ‘fashion’, ‘career’ and
‘neutral’ roles emphasized for grooming products (none chose the ‘sex-
object” role-background). The authors also analysed the data in relation to
attitudes towards women'’s liberation. Interestingly they found that partici-
pants who were positive towards women'’s lib tended if anything to prefer to
choose traditional family roles in constructing their ads. In general the
authors concluded that their findings could support two quite different
explanations with respect to the roles portrayed by advertising. On the one
hand the findings could provide support for the traditional view which
argues that women are perfectly satisfied with the range of roles on offer. The
alternative explanation is that advertising has itself socialized women to
expect and to accept traditional role portrayals in ads. Some years later
Lyonski and Pollay (1990) reported the results of two long-term studies
which investigated changes in attitudes of US women towards role portrayal
in advertising from the 1970s to the 1980s. Findings indicated that while
women had become even more critical of advertising, they were less prone
to boycott goods as a result than they had been ten years before. In a related
study, they found that young adults from Denmark, Greece and New
Zealand were even more critical than the Americans. De Young and Crane
(1992), who explored the perceptions of Canadian women towards advertis-
ing in the 1990s also found that a majority of respondents thought that the
portrayal of women in advertising was inaccurate and unrealistic, portray-
ing them as homemakers or sex objects rather than representing the role of
career woman.

To sum up the above, research indicates that while advertisers do tend to
reproduce prevailing social stereotypes in their advertising, women are not
happy with the way in which they are portrayed. Research thus partially
supports the view that advertising seeks to inculcate a dominant ideology.
Against the idea that women passively adopt these views, research evidence
suggests that they are aware of these stereotypes and actively oppose them.
This suggests that even if it were true, as in Goffman’s time, that advertisers
continue to embed stereotypical representations of gender into their ads, this
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would be of little consequence, as women are already aware of these and
react critically to them. This accords with Stuart Hall’s explanation, which
suggests that while advertisers may encode their ads with stereotypical or
other cues which they would prefer the reader to decode, in actually decod-
ing the message, readers may accept, reject or change this preferred meaning
in line with their own experiences and the views which they have
constructed through conversations with others. The idea that people use
advertising for their own purposes is the keystone for uses and gratifica-
tions research. This takes a virtually opposite line to the dominant ideology
thesis, in suggesting that people are active agents who attend to and respond
to ads within their own interpretative experience. This was the approach
adopted by Stephanie O’'Donohoe (1994) whose research suggests not only
that the audience is active, but that it is plural, encompassing different points
of view to the same ad content. O’'Donohoe’s findings are supported by
Elliott et al. (1993).

Other arguments suggest that advertising normalizes and naturalizes the
idea of consumption as a global panacea. Wernick argues that advertising
‘typifies what is diverse, filters out what is antagonistic and depressing and
naturalizes the role and standpoint of consumption as such’ (1991: 42).
Similarly Goldman (1992) portrays the role of advertising as a key institution
in producing and reproducing the material and ideological supremacy of
commodity relations, using everything from shock ads to ‘feminine” ads and
‘feminist” ads to ‘anti-hero” ads and even ‘not ads” and ‘anti-ads” as vehicles.
Goldman develops the device of the mortise and the frame to illustrate how
advertisers maximize the chances that the audience will base their reading of
the ad on the preferred reading. Given the pervasive nature of advertising
and commodity relations in Western society, the observation that advertising
orients expectations to those of the marketplace is scarcely novel nor surpris-
ing.

3.2.3.3 Neutral definitions of ideology

Judith Williamson’s classic Decoding Advertisements (1978) renders a quite
different articulation of ideology from those described above, which derives
from a ‘structuralist’ reading of de Saussure via Levi-Strauss, Lacan and
Althusser. She takes up Althusser’s formulation of ideology as a form of
misrecognition: ‘Ideology represents the imaginary relationship of individuals to
their real conditions of existence’ (1978: 40). In this account, advertising (among
other ideological apparatuses) calls or interpellates people to participate in
an exchange of meaning whereby they invest in an image in return for the
promise of an (illusory) sense of wholeness. In this view people are not
deceived by someone else putting over false ideas, but are active in ‘freely’
creating themselves in structures which have already been created for them.
Advertising works as an ideological apparatus which mystifies history,
nature and society and objectifies those it incorporates. It creates a dream-
world of images which are commonly perceived to be more real than the real
world of isolated personal experience. For example if one considers the way
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in which animals are represented in advertising, then based on a brief non-
systematic survey, one genre focuses on a humour’ appeal which concen-
trates on comic and fanciful images of dancing cows, happy hens and fluffy
contented sheep. This is at once a joke (I know or at least suspect the reality)
but which calls me to an imaginary state where I wish it were true that such
things existed and come to prefer the image to the reality. In this way it can
be argued that ideology acts to ‘reproduce’ capitalist social relations accord-
ing to the ‘requirements’ of the ‘system’.

This view of ideology is similar to that adopted by Stuart Hall and his
colleagues. Hall viewed Althusser’s formulation as opening up the door
towards a discursive formulation of ideology by focusing on the processes
by which people actively enter into it. Influenced by the work of Laclau
(1983), Hall began to move from a negative conception of ideology as
‘distorted ideas’ or as ‘false consciousness’ towards a more neutral approach
which is reflected in his definition of ideology as:

‘the mental frameworks — the languages, the concepts, categories, imagery of
thought, and the systems of representation — which different classes and social
groups deploy in order to make sense of, define, figure out and render intelligible
the way society works.’ [Hall, 1996: 26]

This neutral definition is wider than the negative one in that it can be used
to refer to all organized forms of social thinking. It contends that people can
recognize the same capitalist relations of production in different ways. For
example we have already discussed liberal and reformist perspectives in this
chapter. You will remember that the liberal argument insists that the market
is the best or least-worst mode for organizing economic relations because it
grants equal rights to all individuals to freely engage in transactions.
Economic actors are rewarded to the extent that the gains which they make
can be held as private personal property. Advocates would argue that the
market system is preferable because it is a less centralized and authoritarian
means for conducting economic affairs, since it involves the active participa-
tion of a myriad of actors each pursuing their self-interest rather than labour-
ing under bureaucratic control from a centralized authority. In line with the
neutral view of ideology, Hall does not suggest that those who believe in
liberal principles are foolish, misguided or wrong; the market does indeed
advocate and to an extent uphold such principles. Rather than blame the
people, he locates the problem in the way in which the market itself operates.
The market does not exist in isolation but is one moment, the final one, in the
circuit of production. Other moments which are included in the circuit of
production include the conversion of nature into ‘raw’ materials for produc-
tion, their transport to centres of production and subsequent conversion into
products through the labour process. In this respect liberals who focus
purely on the virtues of the marketplace do so at the expense of the other
moments of the circuit of production. In this account, one moment of the
circuit of production — the marketplace — is made to stand in for the whole
circuit. As we shall see in Chapter 5, this is a metonymic substitution of the
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part (the market) for the whole (the circuit of production). This recalls the
discussion of Marx’s concept of the fetishism of commodities in Chapter 2.6
You should remember that his argument suggests that capitalism calls us to
view the market as being somehow natural and inevitable, standing over
those who are subjected to it in the likeness of a great god, an idol
worshipped by some and hated by others but perceived by all to be beyond
the control of mere mortals. Marx argued that such a view masks the reality
that markets are created by human activity. While the rhetoric of the market-
place cites certain principles — the ‘freedom’ of any individual to transact
with any other, the equality of those who wish to take part, the respect for
‘private’ property and for self-interest —- Marx argues that these act to conceal
inequality. Those inequalities which are concealed lie in those other
‘moments” which are concealed through the metonymic substitution of the
market for the circuit of production: of living nature which is converted into
raw materials at a rate which is faster than it can naturally reproduce, and of
human energy which is converted into labour power and which is exploited
by capital. However, because we encounter the marketplace on a daily basis,
we take the reality of its principles for granted and do not recognize the
exploitation that exists in the other moments of the process. This above
analysis is not organized around the differences between the ‘real’ and the
‘false’; ideology is not considered as a trick or illusion, nor is it attributed to
false consciousness. What is ideological in the above is the substitution of the
marketplace for the circuit of production. In this respect ideology is a very
specific form of distortion in reality which plays out in the realm of repre-
sentation as a specific form of false consciousness: ‘The very reality of the
market relations creates a world of appearances which dupes people’
(Larrain, 1995: 59). In this view ideology is not linked to the realm of the
imagination but is integral to the operations of the market which purports to
be based on principles of freedom, equality, property and self-interest, and
conceals its true exploitative nature. In this more neutral sense of ideology,
the conveyance of ‘ruling ideas’ through advertising and other media which
act to represent the interests of the ruling class is not strictly ideological.
Rather, advertising as an extension of ‘ruling ideas’ might better be thought
of as enhancing the appearances of the market which are already there. What
is ideological is that it is the market itself which appears as if imbued with
the properties of freedom, equality, property and self-interest. However,
subjects may not necessarily fall victim to the ideology that the market is
really free and fair, based on equivalent exchange.

Discussion of radical view of power

This section has considered several aspects concerned with the topic of
ideology. Negative views of ideology are coloured by the view that
consumer society is undoubtedly a bad thing, in that the ‘me’ society

¢ This reading is based on Larrain (1995).
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suffocates critical thought and arrests the potential for forward movement
towards a better society, inaugurating a new and more truly "human’ era.
Having said that, the type of ‘capitalism” which each of these authors is
referring to is different in each case. For Erich Fromm it is the aggressive
capitalism of the early twentieth century; for Marcuse it is the instrumen-
tal rationality related to Fordism that concerned many others who wrote
in the 1960s, including J.K. Galbraith’s image of the technostructure; while
for Brennan, capitalism appears in a voracious guise which one might
associate with the Reagan-Thatcher period. While it could be argued that
this does not invalidate these arguments, but rather highlights the power-
ful dynamic element of capitalism, one does begin to wonder whether an
‘authentic’ liberated character will emerge one day or whether this is all
just pie-in-the-sky.

These works have also been criticized as being elitist. While the consumer
mass lies dazed by the drug of consumer society, the critics have managed
to rise above all of that to see what is ‘really’ going on. One of the legacies
of this mode of thought is the idea that consumer culture is aggressively
territorial — that it progressively globalizes and homogenizes, uprooting and
destroying pre-existing economic and cultural systems and throwing up
new characters such as ‘'Homo Coca-Colens’ and ‘Homo Dalensis” (Cinquin,
1987) in its wake. These ideas have already been addressed in the section on
globalization in Chapter 2 and are central to the argument put forward here.
Attacks on globalization have spilled beyond the academy to the anti-capi-
talist protests played out in Genoa, Seattle, Prague and a host of other
venues where G7/G8 and the World Trade Organization meet to seek to
resolve issues with respect to world trade. Against this view a number of
authors have pointed out that the fact of the matter is that most of those who
are excluded from consumer culture are united by their demand to share in
the feast (Roszak, 1970; Castells, 1997: 75/6; Miller, 1998, Rudmin and
Kilbourne, 1996). For example the desire to trade the Trabant for a Mercedes
society was a major aspiration for those caught behind the ‘wall’ of East
Berlin. Additionally, participants to the WTO and other talks from less
‘developed’ countries have argued that protestors’ attempts to frustrate
these have been to the detriment of those who live in poorer countries.
Ideology theorists might of course reply to the above that this is clear
evidence of more or less complete dominance of the ‘ruling ideas” of the
marketplace in the world today. However their critics might then attack on
a second footing, to suggest that talk of “protecting’ ‘traditional’ cultures
from the ravages of consumerism might alternatively be construed as a kind
of smokescreen which merely serves to maintain the status quo with respect
to the imbalance between rich and poor; as Miller puts it — ‘the castle of
consumerism pulling up the drawbridge’” (1996: 197). They might also
suggest that ‘when push comes to shove’, remarkably few First World
moralists opt for a life of voluntary simplicity; it can be ‘cool” for intellectu-
als to rail against the system that maintains their own prestige and to dream
of its ultimate ruin or transformation, however it is very unlikely that they
would do so ‘for real’.
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3.3 DISCIPLINARY POWER

The second major approach to the analysis of power which is discussed here
is based on the concept of disciplinary power. There are two different
approaches to theorizing this form of power. The first of these, which sees
discipline as being a form of repression, is closely linked to the negative view
of ideology as repression, discussed in the previous section. The second
discursive explanation of disciplinary power is based on the writings of
Michel Foucault.

3.3.1 Disciplinary power as repression

Here it is useful to revisit some of the theories which were first discussed in
Chapter 1. Norbert Elias’s explanation of the development of Western civi-
lization contends that the modern self emerged slowly as communities
within society became more interdependent, to the extent that people began
to find themselves living and working among strangers. You will recall that
growing interdependency between strangers necessitated the rapid growth
of an abstract system of value which recognized the right of individuals to
trade across community divides. This move towards external exchange
presupposes the difference and separatedness of the parties involved. There
is a paradox here, as Elias notes, because this growing interdependency was
linked to the removal of bodily contact; he describes the change as akin to a
wall being placed between one human body and another. Bodily activities
and emotions which for centuries had been openly expressed were progres-
sively shifted behind the scenes into the private domain. In this sense it is
possible to discern the development of a new topology or configuration of
power in society based on the growth of the space of individual self-
consciousness as the result of the fear of judgement by others, and the devel-
opment of self-discipline through the emphasis on shame and
embarrassment and the ‘view’ of the body as an object. Elias uses the
id—ego—superego terminology developed by Sigmund Freud to illustrate the
change in the topology of the psyche. Thus with the build-up of external
constraints for the adoption of more ‘appropriate” behaviour, as represented
by the superego, the ego takes on more of a role in mediating between the
demands of the id for immediate gratification and those of society for civi-
lized conduct. The character of the ‘sober” Puritan described by Weber in
Chapter 2 fits well with this image of powerful restraint and repression of
desire.

This explanation also forms the basis for some ideological critiques such
as that formulated by Herbert Marcuse, whose work was discussed in the
previous section. This suggests that the bourgeois class imposes its sexual
repression onto its workers. The ‘proper” use of sexuality is linked to repro-
duction. The modern nuclear family is thus stripped from its extended
context and fitted out for work in capitalist enterprise, in order to meet the
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demand for a stable, punctual workforce. The consumer society is inter-
preted in this context as a means of distracting workers from their real
authentic interests and perpetuating that ‘comfortable smooth” unfreedom
which Marcuse talks about. Thus the idea of self-discipline is linked to
changes in the social scene. In their formative years, children are trained to
repress their desires. In Elias’s explanation, the inculcation of such discipline
helps develop the space for ‘homo economicus’, the rational and reasonable
‘self-steered’ individual. For Marcuse this same individual is rationalized;
the critical power of the ego has been reduced to the extent that all desires
are subject to social control.

Michel Foucault: a discursive account of discipline

For many years Foucault agreed with the above account of the repression of
sexuality. However as the result of his own research, he reasoned that this
was an inadequate explanation of historical events. On this basis he began to
formulate a new approach to understanding the constitution and the work-
ings of power.

Let us consider the historical state of affairs first. Foucault found that far
from being repressed, sexuality became increasingly subject to discourse,
being talked about (by professionals), written about, medicalized and
pathologized during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Related to this,
while Marcuse and others argue that sexual repression was foisted onto the
working classes, Foucault found that this discourse of ‘sexuality” was first
applied to the bourgeois class by its own members. Most importantly,
Foucault disagrees with the idea that there ever was a period of repression.
In order to understand this we must revisit the events of the eighteenth
century when the bourgeois class began seriously to compete with the nobil-
ity, which was briefly discussed in Chapter 2. At that time, when it came to
matters of distinction, the nobility had an ace up its sleeves — ‘breeding’ or
‘blue blood’. How could the bourgeoisie compete against such pedigree?
Foucault (1979: 126) argues simply that: ‘It converted the blue blood of the
nobles into a sound organism and a healthy sexuality’. The bourgeoisie thus
became preoccupied with ensuring and increasing the normality, health and
longevity of their stock. The creation of a ‘healthy” sexuality involved the
identification and rooting out of all that was “‘unhealthy’ in the social body of
the bourgeois class. This involved the construction of a ‘body” of knowledge
by medics and other experts (who were of course themselves bourgeois). The
mechanism for revealing this knowledge was borrowed from the Church in
the form of the confessional. People confessed their diverse problems to the
medics and the medics in turn came up with a range of perversions and
other ‘unnatural’ sexual identities. Sexuality thus began to be seen as the
object of medical attention, via the understanding of the etiology (cause) of
‘nervous disorders’, and of psychiatric attention, via the labelling and under-
standing of ‘mental illnesses’. The role of the expert was to identify the
‘unnatural’” or ‘perverted’ in the same way that a surgeon might identify a
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lesion. An entire mechanism of power was thus brought to bear on the body,
on identifying what was ‘normal’. There was an important difference
between the way in which perversions were treated by Christianity and by
the new medicine. The focus of Christianity was upon the act or the sin.
‘Buggery’ was thus a repugnant act for which a person should confess and
do penance. Medicine on the other hand located the act as an essential part
of the identity of the person. We see here what was scattered (the sin) becom-
ing solidified and essentialized in the construction of an identity for the
person. As a result the person becomes identified on the basis of his or her
sex — ‘homosexual’. As Foucault notes (1979: 43): ‘the sodomite had been a
temporary aberration, the homosexual was now a species’.

Initially the actions of the medics focused solely on the bourgeoisie, in
identifying deviancy and in seeking to prevent this or to cure it. The creation
of healthy bodies was seen to be an essential act of self-affirmation on the
part of the bourgeois class. However with the growing power of capitalism
and also in response to concerns about the spread of diseases such as cholera,
the body of the ‘healthy’” worker began to be explored, regulated and disci-
plined in like manner. A concern with reform flowed also through the prison
system. The ultimate aim of disciplinary techniques was to produce useful
individuals and healthy vibrant bodies, through discouraging debauchery
and other perversions among the general population and ‘reforming’ crimi-
nals so that they could become useful members of society, acting according
to the principle of ‘homo economicus’. Prisons became centres which sought to
transform the individual through training in work according to a strict
timetable and the discipline resulting from isolation in cells (a term
borrowed from Christian monasticism). Most importantly the regime devel-
oped a knowledge of each individual based on detailed observation during
the course of their period of incarceration. Foucault argues that this form of
disciplinary apparatus began to become characteristic of institutional life;
one which integrated ideas about normalcy and the creation of ‘healthy’
bodies through constant surveillance, examination and discipline.

Rational disciplinary power was exercised primarily through the organiza-
tion of space. The pyramid style of bureaucratic organization (see Figure 3.1)
was taken to be an apt means for controlling the wayward activities of the
populations of army camps, factories, schools and hospitals. For example
with respect to children, meticulous attention was paid to the organization of
dormitories (with or without partitions, or curtains) and the rules for moni-
toring recreation activities and sleep periods. Control of spaces for storing
materials (which could be stolen) and the regulation of the work-rate of
people became important issues in factories which were becoming ever larger.
The pyramid structure ensured constant supervision and surveillance of the
spaces of the soldier, student, worker and patient. Within these disciplinary
spaces, behaviour was oriented around the need to measure up to the norm,
where the main motivating factor was the fear of being branded as being
abnormal. Those who excelled were awarded rank, while those who failed
were subject to a range of micro-penalties. The system was thus a balance of
rewards and punishments with the emphasis placed upon rewards.
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Figure 3.1 System of disciplinary power

The examination played a very important role in the system in classifying
(mad/sane; normal/abnormal; competent/incompetent), qualifying (pass/
fail), rewarding and punishing those who were subject to its discipline.
While usually it is thought that individualization or the recognition of a
person as an individual attends only those of high status or rank, this is
reversed in disciplinary regimes where those at the bottom of the heap are
individualized. Thus what was previously regarded as a mob, or a lumpen
mass, became transformed into a codified and disciplined body of individu-
als comprising soldiers, students, workers and patients.

The idea of the examination privileges the faculty of sight or vision. In the
army, school, prison and hospital, the individual is constantly on view.
Discipline is exercised through the visual examination, whereby those who
do not measure up to the norm may be subjected to ridicule. According to
Foucault, the perfect disciplinary apparatus would make it possible for a
single gaze to see everything constantly. A central point would be both the
source of light, which would illuminate everything but would mask who
was (or was not) behind it, and also the focus for the convergence of all that
was known. This image fits almost exactly with Jeremy Bentham’s design for
the Panopticon, the inspiration for the construction of Strangeways gaol in
Manchester, England, among others.

Foucault argues that these disciplinary power mechanisms began to spill
beyond institutions such as the prison and school to invade the whole of
society. For example as the training of children had been entrusted to teach-
ers in schools, teachers became interested in the quality of the life of the child
beyond the school and in the activities of parents and their neighbours. He
cites as early examples of more fluid disciplinary mechanisms, those reli-
gious groups which visited the poor, checking on their welfare and at the
same time ensuring, among other things, the ‘stability” of the household and
that children were not sleeping in the same bed.

3.3.2.1 Power in consumer society

Foucault’s conception of power differs from the idea of A/B power in several
ways. He argues that the concept of sovereign power is outdated, that there
is no one centre of power (A) which represses another (B). Rather power
works through discourse in constructing the identities of As and Bs.
Language, or discourse, is not neutral but is shaped by and reflective of
power. Thus medical discourse is not neutral but constructs and essentializes
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the mormal healthy’ body against which to frame those of ‘deviants’.
Discourse can act in both ways: in transmitting power, but also in under-
mining and exposing it. For example Foucault argues that the creation of a
whole series of discourses which labelled the species of ‘homosexuality’
enabled not only the creation of a series of social controls but also of a
‘reverse discourse’” which used the same vocabulary and categories to argue
that homosexuality is ‘natural’. To sum up his theory of power (based upon
Foucault, 1979: 93/4) we should say that:

* Power is not something that is acquired, seized or shared, it cannot be held.

* Power is closely related to knowledge.

¢ Relations of power are not outside other relations. The identities which
comprise A and B are themselves artefacts of power. Thus while Marcuse
could write as if he stood outside the system of power which he was
describing, Foucault could not.

¢ Power comes from below; it is not something which is exerted by A who
is ‘above’ B.

* Power is intentional and rational to the extent that it has an aim and objec-
tive, but it should not be thought of as the creation of an individual agent,
nor of a grouping such as the state.

* Where there is power there is resistance, but resistance is not outside
power.

Starting from the ‘bottom up’ in this way, Foucault was able to conclude, in
opposition to Elias and many others, that the idea of sexual repression is
largely a myth. Rather than repressing sexuality, the bourgeois class in distin-
guishing itself from the nobility began progressively to open itself up to the
scrutiny of a range of experts who would ensure the vigour and good health
of this class. The resultant examination of the bourgeois family achieved
several results. First it fixed what had previously been scattered and inde-
terminate (sexuality) into a set of diverse sexual identities. This in turn led to
the development of a set of discourses which aimed to improve the social
body through the close supervision and maintenance of real bodies.

Briefly, he is arguing that we should abandon the attempt to analyse
power from the top down — for example through asking questions such as
‘what role did the construction of the consumer play in the maintenance and
extension of the power of capital?” Instead we should explore power from
the bottom up and seek to understand the ways in which local centres of
power-knowledge are created and how these are in turn related to larger
strategies of power. By this he means that the focus of research should not be
defined in relation to the grandiose sovereign operations of the state, but to
the mundane, day-to-day practices, for example the medical or psychiatric
examination. Working upwards from these one can discern the construction
of the whole apparatus of discourses which thread through the medical
establishment.

One could argue that the unravelling of a system of power and resistance
may be located by focusing on the mundane, quotidian routines of shoppers;
perhaps those groups of young women or men who enjoy shopping with
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their friends on a Saturday. We could note how the store environment is
organized in such a way as to invite some constructions of identity and to
foreclose others. We could seek to understand how the store has been
constructed as being conducive and inviting to them, including the various
cues which construct a discourse of the ‘normal’ body via images (thin?) and
the size range of the goods on display (size 10?); the constant monitoring of
activity by staff and by CCTV; the use of lighting and mirrors in changing
rooms to enhance the look and shape of the body; and the role of the shop-
assistant in reinforcing these other cues. Then there are the possible points of
‘resistance’, perhaps the attitude of the shop assistant does not conform to
that specified in the training manual, or maybe ‘resistance’ is a function of
how the women use the space in ways not intended by the store or perhaps
in the ‘deviant’ ways in which they wear the clothes. Working upwards from
such localities one could perhaps trace the multitude of marketing “practi-
tioner” and ‘academic” discourses of the body. What is the objective and strat-
egy behind the exercise of such power? Is this the creation of healthy bodies
as it was in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries?

From modernism to postmodernism: ‘healthy’ to ‘fit’ bodies?

Foucault’s work which details the discursive construction of the healthy
body focuses on the modern period. Is this discourse still at work in post-
modernity? Bauman (1995) suggests that while modernity called for the
training and regimentation of the ‘healthy’” body for soldiers and workers,
postmodernity calls for that of the ‘fit’ body. For example he notes that
Rowntree, in calculating the materials required for the minimum standard of
living for his workers at the dawn of the twentieth century, excluded tea
because it had no nutritional value (despite the fact that tea was seen to be
an indispensable social drink). Bauman argues that nowadays the opposite
is true, that bodies are framed through a multitude of discourses as consum-
ing bodies, and that the measure of their proper condition is the extent to
which they can consume what the consumer society has to offer (Bauman,
1995: 116). The fit body is a ‘DIY’ creation, which creates a strange and unten-
able position: ‘S/he must be in control but s/he must be controlled’
(Bauman, 1995: 118).

Sandra Bartky and Hilary Radner have taken different approaches to
understanding the development of ‘fitness’ in women. Bartky (1992) argues
that women are disciplined to produce and maintain a ‘properly feminine
body” which is pleasing to men. They are not forced to do this: as Bartky
says, ‘no-one is marched off for electrolysis at gun-point’. Nevertheless she
argues that the attention which women pour into body maintenance, which
is well above that invested by men, has to do with the simple fact that
women are subordinate to men and must use their bodies to gain entry to the
world of men and to compete with other women in the competition for men
and for jobs. Bartky argues that if a woman refuses to go along with social
expectations of what constitutes an acceptable appearance, she faces severe
sanctions of being scorned, or shamed at being overweight or refused male
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patronage. On the other hand Bartky argues that body discipline can also
have a positive side in that women who diet, exercise and work out can feel
empowered from such activities, even though these activities shape women’s
bodies in the ideal-image of men.

Hilary Radner (1997) thinks that Bartky is making too much of the idea
that women are disempowered in contemporary society. She takes the exam-
ple of Jane Fonda who has produced a number of exercise videos for public
consumption by women. Radner says that Fonda’s public recognize her as a
producer not a product, and as someone who can form a role model for those
who seek to take control of their lives. The bodies of the models used by
Fonda do not correspond to the pencil thin bodies usually propagated by the
media. Radner argues that the body which results from the Jane Fonda work-
out tapes is a body which is neither erotic nor designed to please men, but
one which is suitable for public life and for work. Radner argues that work-
ing out is an assertion of control. By assuming control over her own body
and by making it into an image that is her own, Fonda rejects a feminine
image of helpless passivity. In her books and films she offers a model
through which women can reconstruct themselves and which allows them to
develop a sense of autonomy. Radner also discusses how Fonda chose to
have plastic surgery, arguing that this is a logical extension of the Fonda
workout. It is voluntarily engaged in as the woman receives a return in terms
of status and even pleasure.

The ‘fit’ organization

One major implication of Foucault’s work is that language is not neutral but
works through discourse to establish ‘truth’ effects. Brownlie and Saren
(1997) explored this in relation to the deployment of marketing management
discourse.” They cite as an example some research where the focus was on a
presentation given by one manager to some of his colleagues. The manager
had recently attended a marketing course and used the ‘Boston Box’ to orga-
nize the presentation. The authors suggest that one can read his use of the
Boston Box in a number of ways. Firstly one can say that this was nothing
more than an attempt to use a marketing tool to illustrate a real problem.
However the use of formal marketing discourse has a persuasive effect,
which highlights some features of the situation (related to cash flow and
market share growth) and masks others. The “proper” use of the Boston Box
rests on a number of disciplines as it effectively condenses a huge amount of
intelligence. For example one must have defined the market: estimated not
only its size but also its growth rate, and plotted relative growth rates of the
firm’s products against those of competitors. The Boston Box thus acts as a
crystal which filters the world in such a way that managers can use this to
gain a clear vision in an otherwise chaotic environment. The use of the Box
provides a conceptual vocabulary which highlights some issues (growth,
cash flow) while masking others (real environmental costs; welfare issues).

7 Thanks also to Charles Beard.
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3.3.3

One can say that the Boston Box is not neutral but forms part of a rhetorical
or persuasive strategy by the manager. The manager in this context has the
knowledge (of the Box) and can use the Box as a vehicle to frame discussion
at the meeting. While he is advantaged through its use, those unfamiliar with
its terms will be disadvantaged. Power thus infuses the entire exercise, but
with the productive end, of improved performance, leading to a fitter and
leaner organization.

The discursive construction of power is particularly relevant given the
proliferation of marketing discourse into almost every facet of everyday life.
Take for example its effects on the construction of space. As a citizen one is
entitled to free speech and the free occupancy of public spaces, so long as one
observes the respective responsibility to be peaceful. As public space
becomes privatized, such freedoms may no longer be taken for granted. As
distinct from the public spaces of the square or park, the shopping mall is
constructed as a space where it is safe for consumers to shop. If you wish to
voice your anti-consumption sentiments or to ‘loiter” in this space you can be
quite legally and forcefully excluded. The space which marketing discourse
configures is also a space for resistance. Traditionally a hospital “patient’ is
subject to medical discourse and is subject to the benefits and constraints
exercised within this. With the increasing privatization of health and educa-
tion in the UK, ‘patients’ and ‘students’ come to see themselves as
‘customers” who seek to invoke the expectation of consumer ‘rights’, an idea
which would have been greeted with incredulity thirty years ago.

Discussion of disciplinary power

This section discusses two explanations for disciplinary power based on the
work of Norbert Elias and Michel Foucault. Foucault’s account challenges
the basis for what he calls the ‘repressive hypothesis” which underpins the
thought of Elias among others. Foucault also critiques the traditional binary
approach to power which discusses this in terms of ‘A over B’, arguing that
neither A nor B can stand outside power. Rather one should conceive of indi-
vidual identity (as consumer, worker, ‘straight” or ‘gay’, ‘anorexic’ ) as itself
being an effect of the exercise of power. Foucault’s dismissal of the idea that
power is repressive leads him to the conclusion that the exercise of power in
modernity has been essentially productive, through the attempt to create
useful and healthy bodies. Additionally Foucault tends to play down the
extent to which individuals are self-directing or, as Elias would have it, capa-
ble of ‘self-steering’.

Despite these important differences, there are many points of common
ground between Foucault and others. He shares with Elias and Weber a
concern to understand the widespread employment of disciplinary practices
in modernity. He shares with Marcuse and the other ideology theorists an
interest in the operations of power. In fact the work of Stuart Hall, discussed
in the section on ideology, has itself been heavily influenced by that of
Foucault. Foucault’s work can serve as a most useful foil to the construction
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of a ‘neat’ and ‘packaged’ theory and can thus provide a useful counter-

weight to several of the main arguments which are advanced in this text.

3.4 CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter discussed issues of sovereign and disciplinary power in
relation to consumption. The first section considered different
approaches to the creation of the ‘good society’ and in particular the
forms of economic, social and political organization which might lead
to the best (or least-worst) form of society. This involved the description
and discussion of liberal, reformist and radical forms of power. The
second section discussed disciplinary approaches to power.

CASE STUDY: GLOBAL RESISTANCE - TURNING THE
HEAT UP?®

Seattle, Prague, Gothenberg, Genoa — each a milestone signalling heightened
levels of confrontation between protestors and state agencies. The following
is a statement made before the Genoa summit of G8 leaders, by Precari Nati,

an Italian communist group based in Bologna:

‘If we are here, it is not as professional activists of anti-globalization, trying to find
a position of mediation between the puppets of the economy and its “victims”, by
acting on behalf of others. We are not interested in representing anyone, and we
spit in the face of those who wish to represent us. We do not understand exclu-
sion as exclusion from the centres of economic decision-making but as the loss of
our everyday life and activity as proletarians because of the economy.

‘If we are here, it is not because we prefer fair trade to free trade, it is not
because we believe that globalization weakens the authority of nation-states. We
are not here because we think that the state is controlled by non-democratic insti-
tutions, nor because we want more control over the market. We are here because
all trade is the trade of human misery, because all states are prisons, because
democracy conceals the dictatorship of capital.

‘If we are here, it is not because we see proletarians as victims, nor because we
want to place ourselves as their protectors. We didn’t come here to be impressed
by spectacular riots but to learn the tactics of everyday class war by the strikers of
Ansaldo and the disobedient proletarians in the metal industry. We come here to
exchange our own experiences as the dispossessed of the whole world.

‘If we are here, we do not come as members of the numerous NGOs, official
lobbies, ATTAC or the rest of those who merely wish to be included in the discus-
sions over the modernization of capitalism and who hope that their proposals will

8 Resistance is the monthly agitational bulletin of the Anarchist Federation. The following excerpt

is taken from Issue 28: http:/ /burn.ucsd.edu/~acf/res/resist28.html
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be able to save capitalist social relations, i.e. the same relations which perpetuate
our alienation and exploitation.

‘If we are here, it is as proletarians who recognize capitalism not in the meet-
ings of the various gangsters but in the daily robbery of our lives in the factories,
in the call-centres, as unemployed, for the needs of the economy. We do not speak
on behalf of anyone, we start from our own conditions. Capitalism does not exist
because of the G8, the G8 exists because of capitalism. Capitalism is nothing but
the expropriation of our activity, which turns against us as an alien force. Our
festival against capital does not have a beginning or an end, it is not a pre-deter-
mined spectacle, it does not have a fixed date. Our future lies beyond all media-
tions, beyond nation-states, beyond all attempts to reform capitalism. Our future
lies in the destruction of the economy. For the total abolition of the state and capi-
tal. For the world human community. Proletarians against the machine.’

Case-study questions

1. Which orientation does this perspective fit best with: liberal, reformist,
radical or Foucauldian?

2. How might a liberal seek to argue with this perspective?

3. A number of groups associated with the Drop the Debt campaign also
attended the summit. Which orientation would their arguments fit best
within?

4 N
END-OF-CHAPTER REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. What is meant by ‘liberal pluralism’?

2. List some factors which work against the ability of consumers to
make fully informed choices.

3. Briefly summarize the key arguments advanced by Bachrach and
Baratz against the liberal view of power.

4. What does Marcuse mean when he talks of ‘repressive desublim-
inization’?
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NOTES

i Source: John Locke (1690) Second Treatise of Government. American Declaration of
Independence, 2 July 1776; Declaration of the Rights of Man, 26 August 1789.

ii ~ From the Declaration of Independence: “‘We hold these Truths to be self-evident, that
all Men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain
unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness
— That to secure these Rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their
just Powers from the Consent of the Governed, that whenever any Form of
Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter
or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its Foundation on such
Principles, and organizing its Powers in such Form, as to them shall seem most likely
to effect their Safety and Happiness.” From the Declaration of the Rights of Man,
Article 2: “The aim of all political association is the preservation of the natural and
imprescriptable rights of man. These are liberty, property, security and resistance to
oppression.’

iii ~ ‘The principle of all sovereignty resides essentially in the nation. No body nor indi-
vidual may exercise any authority which does not proceed directly from the nation.”
— Article 3 of the Declaration of the Rights of Man; approved by the National
Assembly of France, 1789.

iv It is not difficult to find examples of people who do not actively choose that which
is most pleasing to them. For example someone may find it pleasing to smoke
tobacco, but forego consumption of cigarettes because they know that it is in their
long-term interests to do so. Another person may enjoy eating fish but may reduce
their consumption of fish in order to conserve fish stocks. A third may avoid
purchasing products which they believe to be fabricated by exploited labour as they
may believe that it would not be in the long-term interests of society to do so. From
an ethical point of view the focus on interests represents a form of ethical egoism (as
opposed to psychological egoism which concerns itself with the satisfaction of
desires or wants). For many writers on ethics, ethical egoism is regarded as a ‘strong’
position to argue from in that it is based on the recognition that the individual acts
in his or her best interests (not desires) and seems to employ the idea of objective
value. [Graham, 1990: 26]

v Bauer and Greyser (1967) refer also to President Kennedy’s attempt in 1963 to estab-
lish the rights of consumers — to be informed, to choose, to have safe products, to be
heard (Office of the President, 1963). Consumer ‘rights” referred to include the true
interest cost of a loan, the true cost per standard unit of competing brands (unit pric-
ing), the basic ingredients in a product (ingredient labelling), the nutritional quality
of foods (nutritional labelling), the freshness of products (open-dating) and the
prices of gasoline (sign posting rather than pump posting). President Johnson also
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made a ‘consumer message’ in 1966 which raised interest in these affairs. Major
legislation in the late 1960s included important laws relating to consumer protection
in the USA: Labeling Act (1966); Child Protection Action (1966, amended 1969);
Traffic Safety Act (1966); Flammable Fabrics Act (1967); Wholesale Meat Act (1968);
Consumer Credit Protection Act (1968); Wholesale Poultry Products Act (1968); and
Radiation Control for Health and Safety Act (1968).

In 1960, in the USA, no State had a consumer affairs office; by 1970, 33 did and, by
1973, all 50 did. In 1970 the ten most common complaints received were in respect of
automobiles, advertising, appliances, credit, non-delivery of merchandise, home
improvements, franchise dealers, warranties, guarantees and sales tactics. Source:
Office for Consumer Affairs, State Consumer Action, Summary 71 (Washington DC,
US Government Printing Office).

The formalization of the marketing concept may be traced to McKitterick (1957). The
principal task of the marketing function is not so much to be skilful in making
customers do what best suits the business ‘as to be skilful in conceiving and then
making the business do what suits the interests of the customer.” Kotler (1972a: 54)
says ‘the marketing concept calls for a customer orientation backed by integrated
marketing aimed at generating long-run customer satisfaction as the key to attaining
long-run profitable volume’.

In the USA the Sherman Act, Clayton Act and other federal and state legislation
prohibit activities such as collusion by firms to fix prices, divide markets and terri-
tories or to engage in bid-rigging.

Jamieson (1994) for example has found that large, poorly performing companies in
profitable industries, with fewer managers, tend to engage most in anti-trust activi-
ties. More serious cases occurred where the industry was also performing poorly.
Jamieson notes that these latter cases ‘may require riskier means of acquiring elusive
resources that ultimately result in detection’ (1994: 94).

See those listed at http://www.usdoj.gov/atr/cases.html

For example Jamieson (1994), in her study of anti-trust activity, assumes that
managers are rational actors who determine costs and benefits of courses of action
and that the decision to use illegal means will depend on their evaluation of the costs
and benefits involved. In general, marketing academics assume that managers
follow rational-instrumental decision processes. Revisiting the earlier discussion of
the marketing concept then, McKitterick (1957), Kotler (1972a, b) and Gronroos
(1996) all share the view that managers act rationally in furtherance of the firm’s
interests.

For example Jackall (1988) holds that managerial life in major corporations such as
Ford is shaped by bureaucracy, suggesting that employees within such organiza-
tions tend to substitute the corporate moral system for their own personal morality
while at work. Dowie (1994) argues that such principles were embodied by Ford
managers who purportedly used cost-benefit analysis to assess whether or not to
modify the gas tank of the Ford Pinto, which they knew could rupture in low-
impact rear-end collisions with a high probability of risk to life and limb of passen-
gers. Dowie says that managers sought to justify their decision on the basis of
rational self-interest, in that the costs of the modification would outweigh the bene-
fits in dollar terms. In commenting on the case of the Ford Pinto, the explanation
given by Robin and Reidenbach (1987) is that profits and efficiency dominated
Ford’s value system. Management preached these values and rewards were driven
by them. However there is no clear evidence that Ford actually used cost-benefit
analysis in this context. Crane (1997) and Fineman (1998), in their separate studies
of managerial decision-making with respect to ‘sustainability’ and ‘green’ issues,
found the decision process to be framed within a rational ‘self-interested” (from the
perspective of the firm) context. The managers in Fineman'’s study described them-
selves as being ‘light green’, ‘but their beliefs (Whether moderate or radical) and
their moral agency were suspended when they slipped into their work roles’ (1998:
243).
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4.1

CONSUMING NEEDS AND VALUES

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

* To understand the key differences between gift exchange and
commodity exchange

* To understand the relations between needs and values in commodity
exchange

* To understand the role of needs within commodity exchange

¢ To be able to follow the various arguments in the debate surrounding
the existence of ‘true’ and ‘false’ needs

¢ To understand the relationships between Maslow’s (1954) theory of
needs (Maslow, 1970a) and Holbrook’s (1994) typology of consuming
values

* To be able to discuss the different values which consumers may
derive from consumption, including efficiency, excellence, status,
esteem, ethics and spirituality

INTRODUCTION

This chapter discusses several issues which are of great significance with
respect to developing an understanding of how people relate to consump-
tion through different media of exchange. The chapter begins by outlining
and then comparing two different systems of exchange: gift exchange, which
together with barter was predominant in premodern times and still forms a
large component of exchange today, and commodity exchange, which is a
primary aspect of current consumer societies. The focus then shifts to consid-
ering the role played by consumer needs and values in commodity exchange.
Economic, psychological and sociological perspectives on human needs are
discussed first, then there is a further discussion which considers the debate
about true and false needs. The final section introduces the concept of
consumer values.
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4.2

4.2.1

FORMS OF EXCHANGE

In this section, systems of gift exchange and commodity exchange are
compared and contrasted.

Gift exchange

No doubt you will have exchanged gifts with others, perhaps by exchanging
presents with loved ones to mark important occasions such as birthdays or
religious festivals. Anthropologists have studied gift systems around the
world in order to try to explain the functions played by gifts in different soci-
eties. Their research findings indicated that gift institutions are universal
among tribal peoples. The following stories illustrate some of the qualities of
gift exchange. Those native tribes such as the Kwakiutl and Tlingit, which
once occupied a large section of the Pacific coast of north-west America, were
dependent on the ocean and particularly on the abundance of the salmon for
their survival and livelihood. As part of their rich mythology they developed
a story according to which the salmon live in a great lodge beneath the sea;
during their time in the lodge, they go about in human form, but once a year
they change into fish bodies, dress themselves in robes of salmon skin, swim
into the mouths of the rivers and voluntarily sacrifice themselves so that their
land brothers can have food for the winter. The tribal peoples held the salmon
in great respect, treating the first salmon to arrive each year as a visiting chief,
then cooking and eating it in a ritual meal, before returning its bones intact to
the sea. This was done because they believed that when placed into water, the
bones of the salmon would reassemble and the fish would swim back to its
lodge and revert to its human form. Thus, according to the myth, all the bones
of all the salmon had to be returned in order that they might thrive.

This story illustrates several aspects of gift exchange. The gift is a means
of giving thanks for what has been received. There are two gifts in the story.
The first gift is that which the people from under the sea make of themselves
to their brothers who are on land. This gift which comes from the bounty of
the sea calls for a counter-gift. The second gift is the return of the bones of
the salmon so that they may reconstitute themselves, return to their lodge
and increase. Thus the transactions between the salmon and the tribe are
reciprocal, to the extent that the gift moves continually from one to the other.
The gift is also in continual motion and this motion is associated with an
increase; by placing the bones back, the salmon remain plentiful. Finally the
constant exchange of gifts and the rituals which surround the giving of these
establishes bonds of obligation and respect. This establishes a gift relation-
ship with nature, a form of give and take that acknowledges the tribe’s
participation in, and dependence upon, natural increase.

The story illustrates some universal aspects of gift exchange. There is the
gift itself, which sets up a form of obligation that the gift is returned; gifts are
thus in perpetual motion. Secondly, the mutual obligations between giver and
receiver, if fulfilled, create further ties of respect and of community, those with
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whom we exchange gifts are part of “us’. Finally, the increase in worth and
respect are dependent on how much is given away. These universals are illus-
trated with respect to another example of gift exchange, the Kula.

The Kula

One well-documented system of gift exchange is the Kula, the ceremonial
exchange of the Massim peoples who occupy the South Sea islands near the
eastern tip of New Guinea. The anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski spent
several years living on the Trobriand islands, the most north-western group
of these islands, in the early twentieth century.! Two ceremonial gifts are at
the centre of Kula exchange — armshells and necklaces. Armshells are large
shells which have been fashioned into rings and polished, while necklaces
are made with small flat disks of a red shell strung into long chains. Both
armshells and necklaces circulate throughout the islands, passing from
household to household. The presence of one of these gifts allows the custo-
dian to talk of its history, how it passed to him and who he plans to give it to
next, and is a favourite source of tribal conversation and gossip. The social
use and value of Kula gifts far exceed their practical use. Malinowski found
that a distinct pattern pertains to the circulation of Kula armshells and neck-
laces. Each moves in a circle by being transported by canoe over distances of
hundreds of miles, around a wide ring of islands in the Massim archipelago;
the red shell necklaces, which are considered to be ‘male’ and which are
worn by women, move clockwise, and the armshells, which are considered
to be ‘female’ and are worn by men, move counter-clockwise. The Kula
armshells and necklaces move continually around a wide ring of islands.
What can be said about the Kula? Malinowski noted that the gifts are in
constant motion, and no-one ever keeps the gifts for any length of time. Thus
the idea of property which is associated with Kula exchange is quite differ-
ent from that of Europeans. Within Massim society a person who owns a
thing is regarded as being its trustee and is expected to share it. Secondly,
while it is expected that the Kula gift is exchanged for something that is of
equivalent value, there is never any discussion or bargaining about this. A
person may wonder about what may come in return for his or her gift, but
he or she is never supposed to comment or raise this issue. There is therefore
an important distinction between Kula gift exchange and economic trade.
Whereas barter and trade are concerned with seeking to make the best deal,
and defaulters are sanctioned, in Kula a gift is a gift and there is no sanction.

Gift communities

The Kula exchange requires that each person must have at least two gift part-
ners. The gift moves in a circle; no-one ever receives a gift from the same

! Tt should be noted that while Malinowski’s methods have been recently critiqued, the central
aspects of Kula exchange have been recently verified by other authors.
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person he gives it to. In this sense one might say that the gift dissolves the
boundaries of the individual ego and ties this up with the community. The
community is equated with the self; tribal peoples such as the Australian
aborigines often refer to their own clan as ‘my body’. The Kula gifts move
through the community and by means of this passage they create a bond
between people who are scattered across an archipelago stretching for
hundreds of miles.

How many people are required to effect a gift transfer? Lewis Hyde (1999)
suggests that the answer is ‘one’. As individuals who can treat ourselves as if
‘we’ were an object outside the self, it is quite possible to engage in self-grati-
fication, via the provision of self-gifts. This is the narrowest form which the
gift can take and has been explored by Mick and Demos (1990) in relation to
gift-giving behaviour in the USA. The idea of the ‘self-gift’ is linked to the
Puritan ideology discussed in Chapter 2. For Puritans the idea of delayed grat-
ification is important as the primary role for a person is the glorification of God
and not personal indulgence. Stripped of its religious dimension such delayed
gratification plays a role in self-motivation (play hard now, reward yourself
later), which advertisers are all too aware of. A second form of gift community
appears in the first example, which featured a reciprocal exchange between
the people of the sea (the salmon) and those on land (the tribe). When this
exchange takes place on a grand scale, most of us are familiar with such recip-
rocal exchanges. For example at Christmas in Ireland it is usual for people to
buy gifts for family and friends and sometimes small gifts for close neigh-
bours. Generally people do not ask for a gift. However if they receive one from
someone unexpectedly and have no return gift at hand, this may cause a deal
of embarrassment. It is also an expected, though unstated assumption that the
gifts should be equivalent to one another. In the relatively fluid social structure
which is characteristic of modern social organization it may often be difficult
to determine what is appropriate as a gift. Sherry (1983) notes the difficulties
in establishing reciprocity or balance in the social relationship where donors
and recipients risk imputations of ostentation or meanness in their behaviour.
Imagine my uncle’s consternation when his brand-new neighbour, recently
arrived from overseas, presented him with a colour television set at Christmas
(this was in the late 1970s when such sets were still quite rare). His choice of
gift for the neighbour had been a box of chocolates but this seemed to be totally
inadequate once he had been presented with the television set. He explained
to the neighbour that the gift of the television was beyond expectations and
returned it. They rarely spoke again. This severance of the relationship is one
of the outcomes discussed in a fascinating paper by Ruth et al. (1999). When
the dominant system of exchange involves the exchange of gifts between three
or more people we may talk of communal gift exchange. Russell Belk (1979)
discusses the role played by gifts in establishing, defining and maintaining
interpersonal relationships. In this respect gifts can be said to play a role in
socializing children with respect to the formation of important values regard-
ing materialism, giving and receiving. From the above, gift exchanges may
involve just one person or an entire community, such as the Kula exchange.
Lewis Hyde describes it thus:
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‘The gift can circulate at every level of the ego. In the ego-of-one we speak of self-
gratification, and whether it’s forced or chosen, a virtue or a vice, the mark of self-
gratification is its isolation. Reciprocal giving, the ego-of-two, is a little more
social. We think mostly of lovers. Each of these circles is exhilarating as it expands,
and the little gifts that pass between lovers touch us because each is stepping into
a larger circuit. But again, if the exchange goes on and on to the exclusion of
others, it soon goes stale. D.H. Lawrence spoke of the égoisme a deux of so many
married couples, people who get so far in the expansion of the self and then close
down for a lifetime, opening up for neither children nor the group, nor the gods.
A folk tale from Kashmir tells of two Brahmin women who tried to dispense with
their alms-giving duties by simply giving alms back and forth to each other. They
didn’t quite have the spirit of the thing. When they died, they returned to earth as
two wells so poisoned that no-one could take water from them. No-one else can
drink from an ego-of-two. It has its moment in our maturation, but it is an infant
form of the gift circle.’ [1999: 18]

In the above, Hyde submits that the gifts mark the boundaries of community.
Inside the community, gift exchange prevails and outside the community the
prevalent system is commodity exchange.

4.2.4 Barter

As opposed to the gift, barter is a form of exchange whereby some forms of
equivalent are exchanged for one another; to use the old economist’s exam-
ple, I may trade so many guns to you in return for so much of your butter.
Barter is different from gift exchange in that people are keenly aware of what
is being traded in advance of the transaction; the parties to the transaction
may seek assurances as to the trustworthiness of each other, and they will
also bargain to get the best deal possible. Generally barter, like gift exchange,
was prevalent in premodern times in Europe. Since the rise of the money
system it has faded into the background, although in the form of counter-
trade it still comprises an important aspect of international trade.

425 Commodity exchange

Commodity exchange or money exchange is the system which has facilitated
the development of present-day world trade. The system of money facilitates
exchange by individual strangers, whether these are persons or corporations.
The development of equivalence between different systems of money
through the money markets means that money may be used to purchase
goods and services anywhere in the world, at any time. Because of its
abstract nature, money may also be used to buy future money, via a chain of
derivative products, so that the money system itself forms a large part of the
total system of commodity exchange. There are some interesting differences
between the system of gift exchange and that of money or commodity
exchange, and these are considered below.
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4.2.6

Comparing gift exchange to commodity exchange

Commodity exchange, involving market exchange and economic exchange
processes, are all linked to the money economy and the principles
espoused by homo economicus. Several authors suggest that the rationale of
commodity exchange is markedly different from that of the gift system,
although their logics are frequently intertwined in contemporary society.
Such differences may be summarized in terms of how status is achieved:
the alienability of objects, the establishment of qualitative versus quantita-
tive relations, differences between worth and value, and finally differences
with regard to the respective decision processes of both modes of exchange.

4.2.6.1 Acquiring status: through giving away vs through
accumulation

First, within the spirit of gift exchange a person increases in status by giving
something of themselves away (the gift). This may be illustrated with refer-
ence to the example below. Here A gives B a canoe, which is ranked higher
than yams, and in return receives three yams for it. The arrows indicate
increase and decrease in status.

canoe
T A B
3 yams

As the result of the gift of the canoe, A increases in status, to the extent
that with respect to the reciprocal ‘return gift” A owes B three yams and B
owes A a canoe. Within the commodity exchange market, B would have
been considered to have made a good deal; however in terms of gift
exchange B has been lessened as he is now in debt to A. Commodity
exchange is fuelled by the reverse idea that self-fulfilment comes from accu-
mulation, from filling the self up. In societies where commodity exchange is
dominant, the person who accumulates most is often deemed to have the
highest status (see note 1).

This indicates that there is something quite different between a society
where gift exchange is predominant and one which is dominated by
commodity exchange. The function of the gift within the social body of the
gift community is equivalent to that of oxygen in the human body. Within
the gift community, the individual is protected (and constrained) by the
second skin of community which is woven around him or her. On the other
hand, market exchange requires the existence of autonomous individuals.
In modern societies the cocoon provided by the second skin of the commu-
nity has largely disappeared and this has left a hole in the self of the indi-
vidual, who is dominated by the desire for self-fulfilment. In place of the
comfort and security of community which was sustained by communal
feasts and the gift, the individual seeks to fill this hole by filling the self up
with commodities.
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4.2.6.2 Alienable vs inalienable objects

Secondly, gifts are inalienable objects while commodities are alienable. For
example consider once more the exchange between yams and the canoe:

3 yams
A 4—, B
canoe

With respect to the gift exchange, this simply means that when the return
gift is called for, A owes B 3 yams and B owes A one canoe. Commodity
exchange however seeks to establish an equivalence and common standard
between the two terms in the exchange. In commodity exchange terms 1
canoe = 3 yams, or to put this another way, 1 yam = 3rd of a canoe. The
system of commodity exchange is thus more abstract than that of gift
exchange in that it seeks to render everything equivalent to everything else.

4.2.6.3 Qualitative vs quantitative relations

This raises the third distinction, which is that the gift establishes a qualita-
tive bond and obligation between both parties. On the other hand if this
were a commodity exchange, then the relation would be expressed quantita-
tively, as one canoe = 3 yams.

4.2.6.4 Dependence vs independence

Fourth, because gift exchange establishes a qualitative relation between
people which ties them together in bonds of mutual obligation, it creates
dependence. Commodity exchange, in contrast, requires separate indepen-
dent parties to the exchange. Hyde (1999) notes that the principal difference
between the gift and the commodity is that the gift moves between different
parties in order to make connections between them, whereas the relation
between those who participate in commodity exchange is essentially disin-
terested. The implication is that while gifts are exchanged between members
of a community, commodities are exchanged primarily between strangers.
The relation between gift and commodity frequently, but not always, paral-
lels that between community and ‘others’; gifts demarcate who ‘we’ are and
commodity exchange, including the charging of usury or interest, extends to
all strangers who are considered to be beyond the boundaries of the commu-
nity. Thus gifts are associated with belonging and with being obliged to
others, and commodities are associated with alienation and freedom. At
times, people may feel that the bonds and obligations imposed by the gift
community constrain their identity and limit their freedom of movement.
For example Hyde offers the example of the adolescent who wants to create
his or her ‘own” identity and decides not to participate in the usual exchange
of presents with others at Christmas. To those bound up in a gift community,
the lure of commodities lies in their offer of a range of individual identities:
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‘The excitement of commodities is the excitement of possibility, of floating away
from the particular to taste the range of available life. There are times when we
want to be aliens and strangers, to feel how the shape of our lives is not the only
shape, to drift before a catalogue of possible lives, staring at the glass arcades of
shoes that are sensible and shoes for taking a chance, buses leaving town and the
grey steam railway depot where men and women hurry by with their bags.’
[1999: 69]

4.2.6.5 Does commodity exchange destroy community?

Some go so far as to suggest that commodity exchange destroys the idea of
community. For example Hyde discusses how, when the Vietnamese
refugees settled in Southern California, they found its culture to be toxic to
something they had always taken for granted — their family life. Elizabeth
Hoyt (1921) describes the American tribal society of the Yurok, who held
shell-money in great esteem as an example of extreme individualism, with
virtually none of the usual trappings of community. The Yurok calculated the
precise price of everything and almost all forms of exchange, including the
establishment of bride prices and blood money. The Yurok did not recognize
such a thing as society, but instead saw an aggregation of individuals, where
those of low wealth clustered around those who had it.

The example of the Yurok calls to mind the more recent quote attributed
to the former British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, a champion of the
‘free market’, who is reported to have said ‘“There is no such thing as society’.
The freedom of the ‘free” world thus offers the prospect of liberating us from
the ties of giving and receiving which bind together communities. It seeks to
replace these bonds of obligation with the ‘friction-free’ realm of commodity
exchange which fulfils the requirements of strangers for freedom and
anonymity; the freedom to transact with whoever they want without fear of
sanctions, apart from those which pertain to the exchange contract itself. This
in turn raises serious ethical and legal questions concerned with externali-
ties. For example, what if A sells arms to B which are used to kill C (for exam-
ple where Britain and the USA sell weapons to Iraq or Indonesia, which are
in turn used to kill Kurds and the East Timorese?). Do the victims have any
rights? However, the relations between gift exchange are complex and
frequently interwoven. Gregory (1983) notes that Kula exchange is still flour-
ishing in the Trobriand islands alongside commodity exchange (see note ii).

In present-day society, commodity exchange and gift exchange link
together in many ways, some of which seem to be clearly inappropriate. The
border between the two is enhanced through the telling of stories and jokes.
Gifts are traditionally associated with marking points of transformation and
change, such as birthdays, graduations and weddings. Woody Allen told a
joke at the end of his stand-up routine, in which he would take a watch from
his pocket, check the time and then say ‘It’s an old family heirloom. [pause]
My grandfather sold it to me on his deathbed’. The joke works because
market exchange seems inappropriate at this point of transformation on the
threshold between life and death. Lewis Hyde tells of the story of a woman
who participated in a Minnesota study of organ donation who was to receive
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a kidney from her daughter. The daughter said that she would donate the
kidney only if her mother bought her an expensive coat! This is what the
mother said about the daughter’s behaviour:

‘She’s a very selfish girl and not very mature in many ways . . . She’s not used to
doing things for people. She didn’t think her life should be constricted in any way
... She wanted a fur coat. It really shook me up. It was unnerving. She was reluc-
tant and unenthusiastic . . . She’s very calculating.’ [Hyde, 1999: 70]

There is thus some irony in the fact that in contemporary consumer society
most of our gifts are bought in the commodity marketplace. In fact a huge
proportion of what is commercially bought and sold ultimately becomes a
gift of one kind or another. The case study at the end of this chapter explores
this idea further.

4.2.6.6 Commodities and gifts: value and worth

Value can only exist by comparing something with something else. A thing
has no market value in itself except when it is in the marketplace. What
cannot be exchanged has no exchange value. In comparison, the worth of a
gift cannot be expressed adequately in value terms. For example Robert
Grafton-Small (1992) discusses the worth of his grandfather’s bow-tie, a gift
which was passed down to him. In economic exchange terms the tie was
virtually valueless, which was in contradiction to the worth which the bow-
tie held for Grafton-Small. For him the act of wearing the bow-tie re-creates
the place of family, by binding together the generations:

‘When my grandfather died and the time came to divide up his estate, we found
two bow-ties amongst his personal effects. One, worn every day until his final
illness, was in tatters and ripe just for throwing away, but the other was still in its
original wrapper, the colours unfaded and the fabric intact. For all sorts of
reasons, some spoken, some felt, the rest not clear even now, it seemed fitting that
I'should take the brand-new bow-tie and likewise dispose of the tatters though I'd
never owned such a strip of silk and could not manage the knots.

‘Since then, however, | have made a point of learning and whilst this red and blue
ribbon is bound to be my first, it is no longer my only bow-tie, for nowadays I buy
them on my own account. I think of my grandfather, all the same, whenever his
choice is around my neck and I must look into the mirror to make good the knot.’
[1992: 1]

The ‘gift’ of the bow-tie is implicit. It ‘seemed fitting” to Grafton-Small that
he should take both ties, discard the old one (which his grandfather had
worn onto death) and take up the baton of the ‘new’” (unworn) tie as his own
and in so doing, symbolically tie the generations — his grandfather’s tie
around his own throat, recognizing his grandfather’s face in his own, each
time he looks in the mirror to tie its knots. While the tie is of immense
symbolic value to Grafton-Small, in commercial terms it is ‘second-hand’
and virtually valueless.
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On the other hand, consumer researchers such as John Sherry (1983) and
Russell Belk (1993) seem to disagree with the point which Grafton-Small is
making (about the worth of the gift versus the value of the commodity),
when they argue that there is an important economic dimension to modern-
day gift-giving behaviour. In Sherry’s terms this means that when giving a
gift, the donor, who knows its value, will tend to calculate what is appropri-
ate to receive in return. Belk found that respondents who were dating each
other looked upon the gifts which they exchanged as being commodities
with utilitarian value, and felt that an unfair disparity had occurred if their
gift was not adequately reciprocated. However there is not necessarily a
disagreement here. In both of the instances cited by Belk and Sherry, the
economic value of the gift plays a secondary role to issues related to reci-
procity and fairness, and acts as a kind of measure for what might be deemed
to be appropriate.

Another important point raised by Sherry (1983) is that in the modern
world gift-giving behaviour connotes some sense of personal value or self-
worth to others. In this respect the gift functions as a kind of judgement of
the character of the sender, a sense of what is appropriate and tasteful. Belk
(1979) notes that through the gift the donor may seek to signify a perceived
self-trait (I am artistic, I am tasteful) to the receiver through their choice of
gift. At the very least they will seek some form of validation which is hope-
fully gained by the recipient’s approval of the gift.

4.2.6.7 Gift exchange and commodity exchange decision
processes

Commodity exchange involves rational calculation of costs and benefits —
thus for example one classic way of evaluating the production, sale or
purchase of a commodity is cost-benefit analysis. The person lines up his
choices, assigns prices to them, weighs them up against each other, chooses
his course of action and then acts. Gift exchange is usually marked by a
different process. For example a kidney donation calls for the exchange of a
very important gift. The greatest problem with transplants is that the recipi-
ent’s immune system reacts to the transplanted organ as if it were a disease
and attacks and destroys the new kidney. The closer the match between the
blood types of the donor and of the recipient, then the less likely it is that the
kidney will be regarded as being foreign and rejected. Kidney transplants are
therefore likely to be successful when the donor is a close relative. In 90 per
cent of cases transplants from a twin are likely to be viable after two years.
With other related donors the success rate is 70 per cent. Kidneys from non-
relatives are usually accepted half of the time. The decision to donate a
kidney is not a trivial one. There is some risk as about 1 in every 1500 donors
dies as a result of his or her gift. The operation is major, calling for several
days of hospitalization and a month or so of convalescence. It involves
considerable pain and leaves a scar which goes halfway around the
abdomen.

So how do people choose whether to make kidney transplants? Some do
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Summary of principal differences between gift exchange and
commodity exchange

Gift exchange Commodity exchange
Status increases as one gives things Status increases as one accumulates
away
Objects are inalienable Objects are alienable
Establishes a qualitative relation Establishes a quantitative relation
between parties, builds community between strangers

The exchange is backed by the need to  The exchange is backed by law
reciprocate

The exchange creates dependence The exchange maintains independence
The exchange creates worth The exchange creates values
The decision process is based on the The process is rational, calculative and

demands of community and reciprocity linear

this in classic economic fashion, seeking detailed information first and then
weighing up the costs and benefits. From such a point of view, what is
surprising is that the majority of kidney donors volunteer to give as soon as
they hear of the need. The choice is instantaneous, there is no delay or period
of deliberation. As an expression of social emotion, gifts make one body out
of many, almost literally in this case. Emotional connection tends to preclude
economic quantitative evaluation.

Summary

Table 4.1 summarizes some of the main differences between the systems of
gift exchange and of commodity exchange.

While to an extent this division ignores the fact that both gift exchange
and commodity exchange processes co-exist with each other and that there
are a range of intermediate positions in any contemporary consumer society,
nonetheless this should sensitize us to the idea that many of the decisions
which we make with respect to consumption can be located within different
concepts and systems of exchange. We now examine the concept of ‘needs’
within the context of the system of commodity exchange by considering
economic, psychological and social explanations, prior to discussing the
question of whether or not one may differentiate needs into ‘true’ needs and
‘false’ needs.

THE ISSUE OF NEEDS IN COMMODITY EXCHANGE

In marketing textbooks, needs are usually defined within a functionalist
perspective, whereby needs are generated when an organism experiences an
imbalance or shift which moves it into disequilibrium. The concept of ‘need’
is thus tied up with that of ‘lack’; a need implies that something is missing,
which must be replaced for equilibrium to be restored. We first describe an
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4.3.1

economic view of human needs followed by brief descriptions of psycholog-
ical and sociological theories. We then use the claim that advertisers create
‘false’ needs as a device to explore the nuances of each approach and the
differences between them.

Economic approaches to needs

‘There is a fable. There was once a man who lived in Scarcity. After many adven-
tures and a long voyage in the Science of Economics, he encountered the Society
of Affluence. They were married and had many needs.” [Baudrillard, 1988b: 35]

In this section we consider two economic approaches to the question of
needs; that adopted by the ‘conventional wisdom’ in economics, which is
compared with that advocated by John Kenneth Galbraith. The conven-
tional wisdom in economics associates needs with homo economicus,
who is rational to the extent that he will pursue his own happiness with-
out any hesitation and who prefers objects which provide him with the
maximum satisfaction. John Kenneth Galbraith (1958) notes that the
economic theory of consumer demand, which informs the conventional
wisdom, is based on two broad propositions: first, that the urgency of
wants does not diminish appreciably as more of them are satisfied;
secondly, that wants originate in the personality of the consumer. As we
shall see, Galbraith relates both of these together in constructing his own
explanation which is based on the idea that we should recognize that there
are limits to needs, and that wants, or the expression of needs, are the
creations of the industrial system. In other words he is suggesting that the
economist’s presupposition that consumers are sovereign and free is noth-
ing more than a sham.

Let us consider the idea that the urgency of wants does not diminish
appreciably as more of them are satisfied. Economists stipulate a difference
between physiological and psychological needs. Those goods which are
referred to as physiological are catered for by necessities (where the price
elasticity of demand is inelastic), such as basic foodstuffs, whereas psycho-
logical needs are catered for by luxuries (where the price elasticity of
demand is elastic). According to classical economic theory, when a person
has satisfied his physical needs, then psychologically grounded desires take
over, and such desires can never be satisfied.

Galbraith notes that the economic explanation of consumer behaviour has
its ancestry in the oldest problem of economics, that of the determination of
exchange values or prices. Basically this problem revolves around the fact
that some of the most useful things have little or no exchange value, whilst
some of those items with most exchange value appear to have little use
value. This problem is similar in nature to our previous discussion of the
difference between ‘worth’ and ‘value’ in relation to gift exchange and
commodity exchange. Adam Smith, founder of the modern discipline of
economics, described the difficulty in the following manner:
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‘Nothing is so useful than water; but it will purchase scarce anything; scarce
anything can be had in exchange for it. A diamond on the contrary, has scarce any
value in use: but a very great quantity of other goods may frequently be had in
exchange for it.’ [Galbraith: 1958: 142]

A potential solution to this dilemma was not reached until the end of the
nineteenth century, when the doctrine of marginal utility was devised virtu-
ally simultaneously by three different economists. According to this, the
urgency of desire is a function of the quantity of goods which the individual
has available to satisfy that desire. The larger the stock, then the smaller the
satisfaction from an increment, and consequently the less the willingness to
pay for an increment. Since the supply of diamonds is comparatively small,
the satisfaction gained from an additional diamond is great and likewise the
price that one is willing to pay for it is high. On the other hand, the reverse
is true with respect to water (and here we must remember that these econo-
mists are discussing the situation in Europe where water supplies have been
plentiful).

Galbraith notes that the doctrine of diminishing marginal utility suggests
that as affluence rises, production becomes less important. With rising personal
incomes, people can satisfy additional wants, which are of a lower order of
urgency. He argues that this being so, the production which supplies these
wants must also be of smaller importance. Thus he reasons that the effect of
increasing affluence ought to be to minimize the importance of economic
goals and that, as a result, production and productivity become less impor-
tant. However Galbraith contends that this is denied by mainstream econom-
ics which came to a quite different account of marginal utility whereby the
decrease in the urgency of wants was not admitted. Instead economists are
trained not to enquire about the urgency of needs; for example with respect
to the equivalence between the desire for more food and the desire for another
car, the economist must take each as ‘given’ (1958: 144). Secondly, Galbraith
argues that mainstream economists take the view that in consumer societies
an almost infinite variety of goods is available for consumption. They also
suggest that while the marginal utility of the individual good declines in accor-
dance with the law of diminishing marginal utility, the utility or satisfaction
gained from a new and different good is not lower than from the initial units
of those which precede it. In other words, so long as the individual seeks vari-
ety, rather than quantity, he or she can, like a museum, accumulate without
diminishing the urgency of his or her wants. This introduction to classical
economic theory, and the challenge by Galbraith, sets the background to our
further discussion of ‘true” and ‘false” needs in section 4.3.4. Next we explore
a psychological theory of the genesis of human needs.

Maslow: a psychological approach to human needs

In his book Motivation and Personality, originally published in 1954, Maslow
(1970a) argues forcefully for the development of a permissive society which,
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through the cultivation of higher-order needs, will not only lead to a more
caring and tolerant society, but will allow its members to reach their full
potential. Maslow’s argument is radical in that he reverses Freud’s idea that
civilization must tame the beast within us by insisting that all human needs,
and even those which we would normally consider to be social, such as
needs for respect, esteem, beauty and belonging, are to an extent innate. In
Maslow’s view such innate needs, which are fragile, must be protected from
powerful social forces, which may destroy them. Maslow denies that there is
a distinction between animal needs (for food, sex etc.) and those higher
impulses (for truth, love and beauty) which are produced by culture. Instead
he argues that both higher and lower needs are instinctual and animal in
character, that the need for truth is as animal as the need for food.

According to Maslow the fragility of human needs is related to the way in
which the system of needs is structured. According to this system, some needs
are pre-potent and must be satisfied before other, higher-order needs may be
cultivated. Like the economists, Maslow also stipulates a difference between
physiological and psychological needs. A person who is lacking food, safety,
love and esteem would probably hunger for food more strongly than
anything else. Maslow’s view would be readily supported by many others
with respect to this claim. For example Mahatma Gandhi once noted that the
only way in which God can appear to the hungry is as food. This has been
supported by data from the Minnesota starvation study (Keys et al., 1950),
which showed that healthy males who were deprived of their full ration of
food for several months became fixated by it, to the extent that images of food
came to dominate their subsequent life-choices. When Maslow talks of
hunger, he is referring to that quality of hunger as life or death hunger, not
mere appetite, which very few, perhaps none of us, has experienced. Such
hunger pushes all other needs into the background. The quality of this hunger
is such that ‘freedom, love, community, respect, philosophy, may all be
waived aside as fripperies that are useless since they fail to fill the stomach.
Such a man may fairly to be said to live by bread alone” (1970a: 83). This qual-
ity of hunger is described very well by Alexander Sol and by Primo Levi in
describing the death camps in Nazi Germany. Maslow argues that those who
have to live with such hunger pay a terrible price. The hunger itself is only
part of this price. What is equally, if not more, important is that the natural
process which moves towards the development of higher-order needs has
been arrested and they may become fixated by this one need with the result
that higher-order needs may either never be sufficiently developed, or, as in
the case of a persistent famine, higher-order needs may disappear entirely.

Once lower-order needs have been satisfied, they then exist only in a
potential fashion in the sense that they may emerge again if they are
thwarted (1970a: 84). While the lower-order needs may demand satisfaction
first, Maslow argues that it is the higher-order needs which are of most value
to us and to society:

‘It is the general clinical finding that the organism, when fed safety, love and
respect works harder, perceives more efficiently, uses intelligence more fully,



CONSUMING NEEDS AND VALUES

thinks to correct conclusions more often, digests food more efficiently, is less
subject to various diseases etc.’ [1970a: 42]

Maslow suggests that if people have their lower-order needs satisfied they
are then in a position to cultivate higher-order needs. Once they have learned
the value of love, belongingness or respect, they may come to value this to
the extent that they may even prefer death to losing its value (consider for
example those who use hunger-strikes as a form of moral or political
protest). For Maslow the system of needs is fragile and may become atro-
phied as the result of powerful social forces. Thus higher-order needs for
love and respect may entirely disappear as the result of ‘training’ or unem-
ployment (1970a: 131).

Maslow’s theory has clear policy implications. Need gratification must be
encouraged; governments and other agencies should aim for development —
to feed, clothe and house people, to make them feel secure in order that they
might be able to develop higher-order needs. If this is achieved then society
itself should be more balanced. When it comes to child-rearing, Maslow
suggests that parents and others recognize the ‘healthy animality’ in chil-
dren. In an attack on Freudian ideas he argues that tender and fragile needs
can be pushed down and crushed by a sick culture. For example he suggests
that when children press adults for attention, the tendency to rebuff him or
her with ‘she’s just looking for attention’ is to stifle the development of the
need for love, a demand which in Maslow’s view is as legitimate a need as
the need to satisfy hunger and thirst, cold and pain, which should be grati-
fied rather than frustrated.

Maslow also believed that there is a basic aesthetic need, that some people
become sick through ugliness and are cured by beautiful surroundings; they
crave actively and their cravings can be satisfied only by beauty. He notes
this for example in the impulsive tendency for people to straighten the
crookedly hung picture on a wall.

4.3.3 Sociological and anthropological approaches to human needs

While economists and psychologists such as Maslow tend to assume that the
individual consumer acts as if his or her decision to spend were made in
isolation from all other consumers, sociologists and anthropologists view
consumption as being socially determined. The importance of the social
context is also recognized by advertisers and market researchers who take
into account social factors such as age, class and gender issues in developing
new products and campaigns. Sociologists look to society, social difference
and distinction as the basis for their explanation of needs. One question
asked by sociologists with respect to consumer societies is how one can tell
the status or rank of the bearer of the commodity. Traditionally goods are
used as a form of material culture, in that they depict the rank of important
personages, and it is thus possible to ‘read” the rank of a person by what they
are wearing or the goods on display. This is more difficult to do in consumer
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societies where a person of low rank (for example a bricklayer) may have
access to goods (known as marker goods) which have traditional associa-
tions with class status. Within social explanations, most needs are by-prod-
ucts of the social group which one belongs to. Such explanations also deny
the separate existence of physiological and psychological needs, arguing
instead that all needs share a cultural component.

At the heart of the sociological view is the role played by goods in mark-
ing the distinction between groups and in reinforcing identity within a
group, or subculture, by means of conformity to group norms, or values. For
example you may recall our discussion of the work of Norbert Elias (1994) in
Chapter 1, where the court nobility developed an elaborate system of
manners as a means to distinguish ‘themselves’ as a group from the upward
pressure of the class of bourgeoisie. The system of manners created a means
for preserving the social distance between the two groups. Within each
group, however, conformity is expected of those who share the same code
(with respect to language, manners and dress).

This idea also forms the basis of the sociological theory of Duesenberry
(1949), an economist whose theory held that emulation, fuelled by envy and
competitive display, is the driving force behind consumption. According to
this theory, a subculture exerts pressure to consume upon its members. This
pressure changes according to the standing which a person has within the
subculture. Those who are relatively poor would be expected to spend a very
high proportion of their income in order to satisfy the consumption require-
ments that have been socially imposed upon them, whilst those who are
better off would be expected to save more, as they would already have met
the social requirement (see note iii). While Duesenberry’s theory has been
supplanted by more recent developments, it forms the basis for a sociologi-
cal approach which emphasizes the ways in which goods make visible and
stable the categories and distinctions of culture. As Douglas and Isherwood
say:

‘Forget that commodities are good for eating, clothing and shelter; forget their
usefulness and try instead the idea that commodities are good for thinking; treat
them as a verbal medium for human creative faculty.’ [1978: 62]

Several authors have considered the ways in which particular groups within
society use the construct of ‘taste” as a means of classifying and using goods.
For example Douglas and Isherwood (1978) examined the ways in which
goods are used to mark social differences in society. The French sociologist
Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu, 1984; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990) sought to
understand how consumers classify the goods which they use according to
their ‘taste” and how the exercise of this ‘taste” in turn indicates the class posi-
tion of the consumer. For example Bourdieu (1984), from his study of distinc-
tion in French society, notes that working-class people in France when
confronted with a work of art featuring a rough drawing of a pair of hands,
tend to speculate on the life led by the person whose hands they were, while
middle-class people tend to focus more on the formal aesthetic nature of the
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painting, the colours used, perspective etc. Bourdieu found that social
groups were marked by many more types of distinctions in terms of the
goods they used and how they used them. For example he noted how men
would noisily and copiously evacuate their noses into an enormous hand-
kerchief, whereas ‘ladies” were expected to daintily use paper tissues; that
steak is the choice of the working-class man for a special meal, and is eaten
with gusto, while fish is the food of choice for the woman, who tends to pick
at it and leave some. Such examples relate the expression of needs to the
distinction between groups.

Some authors who write about postmodernity, for example Mike
Featherstone, suggest that the meaning and status of ‘marker” goods, those
goods which mark the distinction between different groups in society, is
becoming blurred as more and more goods become produced:

‘The constant supply of new, fashionably desirable goods, or the usurpation of
existing marker goods by lower groups, produces a paperchase effect in which
those above will have to invest in new (informational) goods in order to establish
the original social distance.’ [Featherstone, 1991: 18/19]

Featherstone suggests that as more and more goods are created, so marker
goods may come to lose their stability. If this happens then the logic of
cultural differences within society could become disordered and chaotic.

The vexed question of needs: of chickens, hamburgers and
new gowns

In Douglas Coupland’s book Generation X (1991) Claire is telling Andy and
Dag about her date:

‘My date had a low point, too. Out on highway 111 in Cathedral City there’s a
store that sells chickens that have been taxidermied. We were driving by and I just
about fainted from wanting to have one, they were so cute, but Dan (that was his
name) says, “Now Claire, you don’t need a chicken”, to which I said, “that’s not
the point Dan. The point is that I want a chicken.” He thereupon commenced
giving me this fantastically boring lecture about how the only reason I want a
stuffed chicken is because they look so good in a shop window, and that the
moment I received one I'd start dreaming up ways to ditch it. True enough. But
then I tried to tell him that stuffed chickens are what life and new relationships
are all about, but my analogy collapsed somewhere — the analogy became too
mangled — and there was that awful woe-to-the-human race silence you get from
pedants who are talking to half-wits. I wanted to throttle him.’

[Coupland, 1991: 7]

Just where did Claire’s need for the chicken come from? A classical econo-
mist would probably suggest that this is an example of a whole series of
potentially unfulfillable needs. ]J.K. Galbraith would probably take a quite
different view, in arguing that her want was stimulated by a false need. In his
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books The Affluent Society (1958) and The New Industrial State (1967),
Galbraith contests the prevailing conventional wisdom in economics which
insists on the homogeneity and insatiability of wants. In his latter book,
Galbraith points to the seemingly absurd position within conventional
economic theory that:

‘There is no proof that an expensive woman obtains the same satisfaction from yet
another gown as does a hungry man from a hamburger. But there is no proof that
she does not. Since it cannot be proven that she does not, her desire, it is held,
must be accorded equal standing with that of a poor man for meat.’

[1967: 272/3]

The questions to be addressed in this section therefore relate to the precise
status of Claire’s need for the stuffed chicken, the hungry man’s for the
hamburger and the woman’s need for the new gown. Unsurprisingly
Galbraith criticizes the state of affairs that the economist would treat all
three needs as being equivalent. Surely common sense would insist that the
hungry man’s need is greater than those of both women? By the sound of it
the woman already has several gowns, and the stuffed chicken will be
discarded soon after it has been acquired, while the man’s stomach is empty.
One could further argue that the needs for the chicken and another gown
are ‘psychological’ (and potentially insatiable as there is no knowing how
many stuffed chickens or gowns may ultimately satisfy these people),
whereas his need is ‘physiological’ (in that it is suggested that he will be
satiated by the hamburger). However, as we shall see below, it is a quite
different matter to establish such affairs with any degree of certainty. In
order to understand why this is so, it is necessary to examine the implica-
tions of the story.

First, how are we to establish that the hunger of the poor man is more
important than the need of the women for the chicken and the gown?
Galbraith is arguing that classical economists avoid the question of which
need is paramount by assuming that the needs are equivalent. The implica-
tion of Galbraith’s story is that physiological needs (those related to hunger,
sleep etc.) are more important than psychological or cultural needs but that
classical economics does not regard them as such. Because of this, the need
of the women for the chicken and a new gown and the man for the
hamburger are rendered equivalent within conventional economic explana-
tions.

Galbraith then goes further to suggest that naturally, humankind would
seek to satisfy its physiological ‘true’ needs. However he argues that in
consumer societies, the entire industrial machine, driven by the growth
imperative, actively exploits the fact that psychological needs are potentially
insatiable, by pouring vast resources into persuading people that they need
products which, in the ordinary course of events, they would not otherwise
need. The charge is clear: if the capitalist industrial system is driven by a
growth imperative, in order to maintain growth, then existing consumers
must learn to want more and more people must become consumers:
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‘Hunger and other physical pain have an objective and compelling quality. No
one whose stomach is totally empty can be persuaded that his need is not for food
but for entertainment. A man who is very cold will have a preference for what
makes him warm. But psychic reactions have no such internal anchor; since they
exist in the mind they are subject to what influences the mind. Though a hungry
man cannot be persuaded as between bread or a circus, a well nourished man can.
And he can be persuaded between different circuses and different foods. The
further a man is removed from physical need the more he is open to persuasion —
or management — as to what he buys. This is, perhaps, the most important conse-
quence of increasing affluence.’ [1967: 207]

As we saw in Chapter 3, Galbraith describes the means by which needs are
created by the industrial system as the revised sequence. This is because the
usual accepted explanation offered by economists is that rational and sover-
eign consumers exercise their freedom in choosing between the variety of
goods on offer, including industrial goods, to satisfy their needs. Galbraith
argues that this is a sham and that the reality is that the industrial system
manufactures both the products and the needs for the products. This is
achieved through marketing processes, including mass advertising and the
entire propaganda machine of the industrial system. Galbraith goes on to
argue that there is a terrible price to pay for this; that while the ‘private’
sector of ‘consumer satisfaction” may flourish as the result of this false stim-
ulus, real needs such as those for health, education and welfare which
become the responsibility of public services are starved of resources.

Let us now consider the issues raised by Galbraith: first that of physiolog-
ical and psychological needs, and secondly that of the creation of false needs
by marketing.

4.3.4.1 Physiological and psychological needs

A psychological view

Galbraith’s distinction between physiological and psychological needs has
been widely shared by economists. What would a psychologist, anthropolo-
gist or sociologist make of this distinction? Taking psychology first, what
would Abraham Maslow’s view be of the example featuring the starving
man and the woman who desires another gown? Like many economists,
Maslow makes a distinction between physiological and psychological needs.
You should remember that he argues that physiological needs such as the
starving man’s hunger are prepotent. If the man’s motivation is physiologi-
cal in that he is actually starving, then his entire psychological state will be
preoccupied with the acquisition of food. If this need is not fulfilled quickly
and starvation or semi-starvation is maintained over a matter of months
(something which Galbraith does not discuss), then food may even come to
shape the man’s subsequent life choices, for example he may seek employ-
ment in the food industry. To Maslow, another even more depressing conse-
quence of this need remaining unfulfilled is that the man may entirely lose
the capacity to experience and seek to fulfil ‘higher-order” needs such as
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those for esteem, respect and self-fulfilment, with potentially disastrous
social consequences. It would thus seem that Maslow would argue that the
hungry man’s need is the more pressing of the two.

However Maslow argues that physiological needs are only relatively inde-
pendent of psychological needs and that these latter needs, for example the
need for love or esteem, may be expressed through physiological channels.
While a person may express a need for ‘hunger’ through the desire for a
hamburger, this may not be the expression of a physiological need but may
rather be the expression of a higher-order ‘hunger for love” or ‘hunger for
esteem’. Maslow points out that those who have experienced such higher-
order needs may prefer to die rather than have these needs denied. For
example Maslow himself suggests that a desire for ice-cream may actually be
an indirect expression of a desire for love, and that if this is the case such a
desire is much more important than if the desire was merely to cool the
mouth (1970b: 104). Let us say that the man’s need for the hamburger is an
example of compensatory consumption, in other words it is the expression of
a higher-order need for love or respect, or fulfilment. In this case one
hamburger will not assuage his ‘hunger” because it is no longer concerned
with a lack of food but with a lack of love. Let us also say that the need of the
woman for the gown is also motivated by the desire for love and for respect.
In Claire’s story, she wants the chicken because that’s ‘what life and new
relationships are all about’. In her view if Dan buys her the stuffed chicken
he is proving his regard for her, and the stuffed chicken is thus a token of his
love. From this point of view the needs of all three people are equivalent and
we cannot say that one need is in fact more pressing than the other.

Sociological/anthropological views

How would an anthropologist or sociologist view the question which
Galbraith raises about the starving man and the woman who desires the
gown? In the first instance they would entirely dismiss the suggestion that
one can actually separate physiological from psychological needs and their
satisfaction. They would also point out that Galbraith’s question focuses too
much on the individual and not enough on the group.

Taking the first point, about the separation of physiological and psycho-
logical needs, then one could argue that the man is not really starving at all,
because his need is expressed in the desire for a hamburger. There is some-
thing remarkably cultural about a hamburger; one can picture it, the piece of
meat, sizzling hot, topped perhaps with onion, pickle, red sauce and garnish,
and tucked between the lightly toasted halves of a sesame seed sprinkled
bap. Dare one say that he in fact desires no less than a ‘Big Mac’?
(McDonald’s did not exist when Galbraith wrote his book.) A man who was
starving might well desire a hamburger, but surely if his need was purely
physiological, he could extract adequate nutrition by eating grubs, worms,
plants and the like? While this may appear to be ludicrous, we must remind
ourselves that this is indeed how other cultures, for example Australian
aborigines, used to routinely survive in the bush and that such sustenance
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should be adequate for anyone anywhere. Let us consider this issue from a
slightly different angle. William Leiss (1978: 62) draws an example from
Zamytin's book We to illustrate his point that it is impossible to separate
‘physiological” from ‘psychological’ needs. Everyone in the novel, which is
situated at some point in the future, is assured the necessary nutrients and
shelter to maintain life. However the sole nutrient is a bland petroleum
derivative and the shelter is a small glass-walled cubicle furnished identi-
cally for all. The result is that everyone has their “physiological’ needs satis-
fied but that they simultaneously feel suicidal.

Leiss argues that the separation of needs into categories which imply that
‘physiological’ needs can be quantified and served independently from
‘psychological’ needs, which are qualitative, has been implemented in
public-policy programmes around the world with the most unfortunate
consequences. As implemented by government policy, needs which are iden-
tified as being purely ‘physiological” can be entirely satisfied quantitatively.
Thus a person who is hungry requires food, a person who is homeless
requires shelter. The official thinking then suggests that as these needs are
‘physiological’, they have no ‘cultural’, ‘aesthetic’ or “psychological’ compo-
nent. Following from this line of reasoning, to offer the starving person food
which provides for more then their basic sustenance, or to offer housing to
someone which is not strictly functional, could and often does invite the
charge that the government was squandering ‘public’ funds. The tendency to
separate ‘physiological’ from ‘psychological’ needs thus associates the
former with quantity and uniformity. Anything which is aesthetically pleas-
ing must be avoided from the calculation. This is evidenced by endless rows
of uniformly dreary public housing projects, schools and medical facilities, to
be found in towns and cities around the world.

Douglas and Isherwood (1978) support the view that one should not seek
to separate “physiological’ from “psychological’ needs as all needs are cultur-
ally defined. They also draw our attention to the social context in which such
a need might be expressed. Within a traditional society the idea that a soli-
tary person might be without food would be unthinkable, as the body of the
individual would be thought of as being an integral part of the body of the
wider community. For example even in the fiercely competitive, money-
based and individualized economy of the Yurok, no-one was allowed to
starve; if there was scarcity, all starved (1978: 73). Douglas and Isherwood
would possibly suggest that in posing his question about the man and the
hamburger and the woman and the gown, Galbraith was focusing on the
issue of poverty and how to address this. If this is indeed the case, they
suggest that the alleviation of poverty must be concerned with much more
than the provision of food. Indeed they argue that one of the problems
suffered by the poor is that they must spend so much of their time and
resources in seeking adequate supplies of food. Douglas and Isherwood
argue that the primary difficulty experienced by the poor is one of exclusion.
Society is composed of different classes of people. Those at the bottom must
spend most of their time getting food and preparing it. At the next level is
the class of household which has all of the requisite labour-saving devices
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but which is weak at the third level where inter-household transactions over
long distances keep in play a continuous exchange of marking services. Such
services include the putting out of laundry, cleaners, expenditure on educa-
tion etc. These latter services are served primarily by the poor. Douglas and
Isherwood further suggest that in all societies, commodities play an impor-
tant role in marking the distinction between the different categories of
people. They then argue that the poor who are excluded from this system are
maintained in their poverty by those who frame their problem as being
purely ‘physiological’. If the plight of the poor is to be addressed, then they
argue, policy-makers must devise ways for the poor to be able to find routes
out of the isolation of poverty, by enabling them to enter into mainstream
social networks and consumption.

In recent years Galbraith’s argument, which was raised initially in the
name of humanity, has been taken up by ecologists, who suggest that the
world faces ecological disaster unless limits are placed on the seemingly
relentless growth of consumer society. The so-called ‘developing’ countries
of the “Third World” smell a rat when they detect in such arguments the plea
that they should forego their consumption, but that those in the Western
world should continue to enjoy the fruits of consumerism.

4.3.4.2 Does marketing create false needs?

Through the concept of the ‘revised sequence’” Galbraith argues that the
entire edifice of marketing, which purports to uncover, reveal and satisfy the
expressed needs of consumers, is nothing more than a sham to enable
producers to dispose of their excess productivity. For Galbraith the manage-
ment of demand involves constructing products around strong selling
points, associated with product design features, packaging, performance and
sales strategy in addition to advertising. The specific strategy used is that of
recruiting a loyal band of customers by building brand recognition and
brand loyalty. Consumers are not sovereign:

‘Persuasion on the scale just outlined requires that there be comprehensive, repet-
itive and compelling communication by the managers of demand with the
managed.’ [1967: 212]

The consequence is that while goods are becoming more and more abundant
they do not seem to be less important. According to this argument, the
system indoctrinates people to become consumers who constantly want
more. Without this persuasion there would be less of a propensity to
consume, which would create problems for the industrial system which
relies on the expenditure of a constant proportion of income on commodities.

In The System of Objects (1988a), Jean Baudrillard agrees with much of what
Galbraith has to say with respect to the idea of the revised sequence — that
‘freedom of choice’ is imposed on the consumer and that firms actively seek
to dispose of their surplus by managing demand and by seeking to route the
expression of all desire through commodities. However he fundamentally
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disagrees with Galbraith’s reasoning with respect to the example which
features the hungry man and the hamburger and the woman and the gown,
arguing instead that the pleasure obtained from a second gown, for example,
can be experienced as a ‘real” freedom. Secondly, Baudrillard is suspicious of
the surprisingly easy way in which consumers are manipulated within
Galbraith’s explanation, where the individual consumer becomes a
completely passive victim of the system. Following from this, Galbraith
reasons that needs are created by production. Baudrillard suggests that there
is a serious psychological problem here, because following from this, it
would seem that needs are fixed as they are specified in advance for each
object. By this he means that Galbraith focuses on the want for the product,
for the hamburger and the gown, but not on the source of the motivation
which produces these wants in the first place. Baudrillard argues that once
we enquire into this source we find not a rational and orderly system of
needs, but a blind and rootless desire. To Baudrillard the products them-
selves are not at all important. On the contrary he suggests that ‘consumers
play with needs on a keyboard of objects” (1988b: 42), that advertising is not
omnipotent and sometimes produces opposite reactions to what the adver-
tiser intended and that finally in reference to the creation of a single need,
objects can be substituted for one another.

Baudrillard advances his own theory, which is heavily based on that of
Jacques Lacan. In his view, production does not create individual needs, but
rather the system of needs is created by the system of production. The entire
system of consumption is thus an extension of that of production. He argues
that the rationalist theory of needs is as naive and disabled as is traditional
medicine when confronted with psychosomatic or hysterical symptoms. Just
as for the psychosomatic or hysterical patient, the same underlying cause
may provoke a wide range of symptoms; so for the consumer, one underly-
ing cause produces those symptoms of which needs are the expression. The
underlying cause which fuels the expression of human needs is desire, a
desire which is motivated by feelings of lack and of difference. Put simply,
individuals living in a market society are motivated by the loss of one-ness;
the one-ness which existed while they were in the womb, that tribal peoples
feel within the second skin of community. This lack, which is at the centre of
their being, gives birth to an endless consuming desire to fill the hole which
is perceived to lie at the centre of their being, to replace the lack.

In order to fully understand what Baudrillard is saying, we need to under-
stand the nature of commodities themselves. Commodities do not exist in
isolation from one another, but form a vast system of objects. Within the field
of their objective function, objects are not exchangeable or substitutable for
one another. For example a washing machine cannot be substituted by a
refrigerator. But a commodity such as a washing machine or a refrigerator
signifies more than this denotation; it also has connotations, perhaps of
comfort or prestige. Objects are thus not only material goods, but also func-
tion as signs which both denote and connote meaning. While commaodities
may not be substitutable at the level of denotation (in terms of their use, such
as washing), at the level of connotation, many different objects may fill the
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desire for ‘comfort’. This is why Baudrillard likens the system of needs to
that of hysteria or psychosomatic illness. In an organic illness, there is a
necessary relation between the symptom and the organ (in the same way that
there is a relation between a washing machine and the function of washing).
However in the hysterical or psychosomatic case, the symptom is relatively
arbitrary, in that it may manifest itself as migraine, colitis, lumbago, angina
or general fatigue, all of which are interchangeable with one another. With
respect to Galbraith’s example of the hamburger and the gown, Baudrillard
suggests that the desire for the gown or the hamburger could equally be
replaced by a desire for a car, chocolate or any other object which momen-
tarily helps to fill the overwhelming desire which is at the heart of all human
needing.

Baudrillard suggests that needs are just like hysterical symptoms as they
are the surface manifestation of a desire which is insatiable because it is
founded on a lack; and this desire, which can never be satisfied, signifies
itself locally in a succession of objects and needs. Within a consumer society,
all of the means of satisfaction are oriented towards the realm of commodi-
ties. Consumer society offers one solution only for the satisfaction of needs;
its individualizing tendencies help to loosen social bonds only to re-create
them again in terms of consumption communities, a pale shadow of the
community which has been replaced. Consumer society says to the person:
be all you can be — a consumer. If you are thirsty, drink Coke; if you want to
feel safe, drink Coke; if you want to be somebody, drink Coke; if you want to
belong, drink Coke.

How might we evaluate Baudrillard’s claim? Recall our earlier discussion
of commodity exchange and gift exchange, where it was suggested that both
forms of exchange co-exist in consumer societies. As gift exchange both
nurtures and sustains notions of community, if it is alive and well in many
consumer societies, then we could argue that Baudrillard is exaggerating;
that in fact many sources of communal need gain satisfaction from the gift
economy which works to provide need satisfaction.

4.3.4.3 Summary

This section has raised what I have called the ‘vexed” question of human
needs. Why is this question vexing? Because it deals with the fundamental
processes which drive the tendency for those in consumer societies to
acquire possessions and to keep on acquiring them, with no potential limit
in sight. ] K. Galbraith hoped to impose some limits to such growth through
his argument which related ‘physiological’ needs to ‘true’ needs and
‘psychological’ needs to ‘false’” needs, and which further suggested that
marketing created such ‘false’ needs. However following a discussion of
alternative points of view, the distinction into ‘physiological’ and “psycho-
logical” needs, which has shaped many policy decisions with respect to the
consumption of public goods, is itself found to be deeply problematic and
even unsustainable. On the other hand sociologists and anthropologists
argue that all needs are intrinsically cultural and that products are used as a
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form of material culture from which one group establishes boundaries
between itself and other groups in society. Baudrillard argues from a different
point of view to suggest that the underlying motive behind most consump-
tion in consumer societies is a profound lack which is experienced by those
individuals who live in them, and which represents a deep yearning for the
community. However Baudrillard’s argument may be modified in the light of
our knowledge that many aspects of such forms of community still survive
and even thrive in consumer societies. We now turn to discuss the values
which people derive from commodity exchange in consumer societies.

4.4 CONSUMING VALUES

The issue of value is of considerable importance in understanding consump-
tion. As we saw in a previous section in relation to Grafton-Small’s grandfa-
ther’s bow-tie, the common yardstick of economic value often falls short of
the worth which consumers ascribe to objects which have high personal
worth but are considered to be economically valueless. One can utilize
Abraham Maslow’s typology of human needs as a basis for the discussion of
the values which people derive from consumption (see note iv). Below are
listed some values which might correspond to Maslow’s famous hierarchy of

needs.

Need Value Section
Self-actualization Spiritual 4.4.5
Identity Status 4.4.4
Belonging Esteem 4.4.3
Safety Quality and reliability 4.4.2
Sustenance Efficiency and convenience 4.4.1

441 Efficiency and convenience

It is taken for granted that as consumers, we value efficiency. We value trans-
port systems which are clean, safe and efficient, where cars, trains, buses and
planes arrive and depart on time. The grim reality which often results from
gridlock on the roads, trains and buses which are often late, overheated in
summer and freezing in winter, huge queues at airport terminals and flight
delays, makes us realize how much more efficient life could be.

Efficiency is central to marketing theory. The marketer’s emphasis on
getting the right product to the right person, in the right place and at the
right time, cannot be overestimated. In practice the management of time has
attracted huge amounts of investment particularly in the manufacturing
industry, where the early emphasis on time-and-motion studies has devel-
oped via a focus on scheduling work in progress through techniques such as
Just In Time (JIT), the development of ‘lean production’ and efficient
customer response systems (Stalk and Hout, 1990).
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But why are consumers so taken with efficiency? One version of Freudian
theory suggests that because of the huge focus on consumption in contem-
porary society, many adults have regressed to an infantile oral stage of devel-
opment. According to this theory, although consumers are passive and
utterly dependent upon other people who produce the goods and services
on which they depend, they (foolishly) like to think that it is they who are in
control and not those who serve them. Theorists argue that this is similar to
the behaviour of very young infants who believe that, while they are passive,
they are in control of their mother. A second feature of such infantile behav-
iour is the desire for instant gratification. Young infants who experience a
need or lack demand immediate gratification of that need. If this is not satis-
fied they will yell, shout and scream until it is. Freudian theorists argue that
it is only when these infants acquire the ability to symbolize that which they
desire that they can begin to defer their gratification. Theorists suggest that
adults who have regressed to this oral stage (known in the jargon as
secondary narcissism) also demand immediate gratification of their needs. If
their needs are not met immediately, they become furiously angry.

44.1.1 Consumer goods and convenience

While convenience is of major interest to practising marketers, this topic has
attracted the interest of only a few academics. For example Brown and
McEnally (1992) asked consumers to talk about what convenience meant to
them. The authors were subsequently able to isolate two major dimensions
of convenience — time and energy. For example patronizing a fast-food
restaurant reduces the mental energy (effort) necessary to obtain a meal, in
that the consumer has no need to plan ahead in order to have the necessary
ingredients for the meal. To further enhance fast-food convenience, the
authors suggest that one could reduce the physical energy (effort) required
by ordering this food at the drive-in window. Brown and McEnally suggest
that these dimensions of convenience will vary across the consumption
phases of acquisition, use and disposal. Clever marketers have sought to
make fast food even more convenient by focusing on acquisition — through
choosing convenient locations, providing drive-in windows, locating more
than one type of fast food store in the same building, and accepting credit
cards.

Darian and Cohen (1995) followed up Brown and McEnally’s study by
questioning the commonly held assumption that the desire for convenience
stems from increasing time pressure and the growing numbers of women in
employment. They focused on working women who purchased fast food.
Their hypothesis was that employed wives would feel more time pressure
and would therefore be more likely to buy fast food. They found that time
shortage did not significantly affect respondents” perceptions of the benefits
of fast foods. However they also found that those women who had most time
pressure placed a premium on saving mental energy (not having to plan). In
a later study McEnally and Brown (1997) extended Darian and Cohen'’s
study by means of a nation-wide mail study in the USA. This investigated a
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broader spectrum of products (including answering machines, cellular
phones, stereo remote controls and microwave ovens), and explored the
importance of energy and time with respect to the three phases of the
consumption process (acquisition, use and disposal). The authors found
that researchers cannot assume that increased employment leads to percep-
tions of increasing time pressure. However both age and income were
significantly related to time pressure, with those in the 25-45 group and
those with higher incomes reporting that they had too little non-work time.
The study found that income was the major variable associated with a
convenience orientation, and that as income increases generally the respon-
dent indicates a higher orientation to convenience. However the research
indicated the rather surprising finding that there appeared to be no relation
between perceived time pressure and ownership and attitudes towards
convenience products. The authors concluded that the relationship between
time pressure and convenience is much more complex than had originally
been thought.

44.1.2 Consumer goods, saving labour?

Do consumer goods actually save time? Such devices are more often
referred to as labour-saving rather than being time-saving. Juliet Schor
(1991) notes that while some devices are labour saving with respect to some
tasks, they create new ones. She cites the example of the refrigerator which,
while it eliminated the need for daily shopping and storing ice at home,
helped drive out the door-to-door vendor and thereby contributed to the
rise of the supermarket with its self-service and greater travel time. Schor
also argues that laundry provides the best example of how technology has
failed to reduce labour time. Automatic washing machines and dryers were
introduced into the USA from 1925 onwards. The new machines did cut the
time needed to wash and dry a load of clothes. Yet laundry time rose. The
reason for this was that housewives were doing more loads and that laun-
dry which had previously been sent out began to stay at home. At the same
time standards of cleanliness also rose sharply. Schor notes that at the time
of the British colonial period in the USA, washing would be once a month
at most and that most people wore dirty clothes nearly all of the time. By
1925 when the electric washer was introduced, many Americans had a clean
set of clothes every Saturday night. By the 1950s and 1960s it became
common to wash after one wearing. Standards increased for almost all
household tasks over the years. Contemporary standards of cleaning are a
modern invention. This issue was raised in Chapter 1 where we discussed
this in relation to the theories developed by Norbert Elias. In the period
from the tenth to the eighteenth centuries, noses would be blown with the
fingers or into clothing, menstrual blood just dripped onto the floor, a crust
of dirt was thought to foster a good complexion and faeces were often left
lying around the house. It should be noted that in other countries higher
standards of hygiene prevailed, and that European travellers to Asia were
considered to be extremely uncouth.
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44.2

Safety

Maslow pointed out that the need to feel safe is a fundamental human
requirement. If we do not feel safe then we will tend to react negatively to
the world and treat it with suspicion and distrust. This in turn may mean
that we turn inwards upon ourselves and shy away from contact with others.
Not only does this mean that we fail to develop lasting and rewarding rela-
tionships with others, it also means that our self-esteem is wounded. What
sorts of values related to safety are related to consumer goods and services?
Here we deal with two aspects. People can only feel safe in a society to the
extent that they are treated both as moral subjects and as moral agents. Also
safety is created to the extent that goods and services are reliable, they do
what they are supposed to do and are of dependable quality. First let us
consider moral values.

44.2.1 Morality

A fundamental value for all people is that they are treated as moral subjects
and as moral agents. What is meant by this statement? People desire to be
treated as moral subjects to the extent that those who are dealing with them
treat them fairly and honourably. They often also desire to be accepted as
moral agents to the extent that they recognize their own consumption behav-
iour and that of others to be intrinsically moral. A person’s sense of safety is
threatened when either of these is put into question. For example if I feel that
someone is constantly seeking to deceive me, then I may become distrustful
and calculating with respect to them. Similarly if I feel that I cannot act
morally to make the world into a better place, my sense of security is
compromised.

Moral subjects

A fundamental human value is that we are treated fairly and are not cheated.
To what extent is this true of modern-day marketing? As I have discussed