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Introduction

Karin M. Ekström & Helene Brembeck

Nowadays, research on consumption is carried out within a broad field of disci-
plines ranging from the humanities and social sciences to technology. Researchers
with different theoretical and methodological traditions such as anthropology,
sociology and marketing do, however, seldom meet even though they often use
each other’s methods and theories. The ethnographical methods introduced by
anthropologists now appear in the toolbox of any consumer researcher. Also, the
anthropologist Marcel Mauss’s work on gift-giving is frequently referred to by
researchers from many different disciplines. Anthropologists have traditionally
been interested in how relations are maintained in foreign cultures by the
exchange of goods, symbolic or material, and in the importance of rituals
involving consumption. Today, when researchers study their own neighbouring
streets and corner stores, the fruitfulness of importing traditional anthropological
theories and concepts in a modern, western context is highlighted. 

Sociological forefathers such as Weber and Veblen are also often to be found
in lists of references. They were both interested in goods as signs of social status.
Expensive lavish objects communicated power and the ability to show off in front
of others. Later, with Barthes and the semiotic revolution, merchandise increas-
ingly turned into a language able to formulate subtler meanings. The primary
focus was the way identity was expressed within different social groups.
Research on lifestyles and youth culture are good examples with many followers.

Consumer behaviour was introduced within marketing as a research area
during the 1950s, and has since become increasingly interdisciplinary. A para-
digm shift towards increased acceptance of interpretative research and ethno-
graphic methods happened in the mid 1980s. The Consumer Behavior Odyssey
when, during one summer, two dozens of consumer researchers travelled from
Los Angeles to Boston in order to study consumption and interview consumers
along the way, was a highly contributive factor.

Not only disciplines studying consumption, but also the actual act of
consumption itself, have become more and more porous. Consumption (and
consumerism) is gradually trickling into all areas of human life. It is closely
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related to all aspects of being an individual, and is – for good or bad – the foun-
dation of human existence. This leaking and absorbing character of modern
consumption makes it impossible to pin it down to certain phenomena or lock it
within specific disciplines, theories and methods. Not even the concept of
consumption is self-evident, as we will show in this volume, for it also has a
number of meanings, referring to several inconsistent metaphors. There is
nothing stable or obvious at all about consumption. 

This book is the result of a gathering of a large number of internationally
renowned consumer researchers at a conference in June 2002 at the newly estab-
lished Center for Consumer Science (CFK) at the School of Economics and
Commercial Law at Göteborg University. The aim was to problematize the
elusive concept of consumption inviting researchers from a vast area of disci-
plines from both sides of the Atlantic to reflect on new perspectives, theories and
methods within consumer research. The contributors represented the disciplines
of anthropology, marketing and sociology, which are not often combined within
one conference. These disciplines complement and compete at the expanding
fields of consumption studies. This brew came out in the most interesting way
suggesting multidisciplinarity and plurality of theories, methods and topics as
well as an opening of borders and reciprocal exchange between researchers and
disciplines. The layout of this book is an attempt to keep this pot boiling,
constantly mixing disciplines and perspectives.

In the first part of the book, ‘Grasping the topic’, Richard Wilk, Colin
Campbell and John Sherry reflect on the basic meanings of consumption and
consumer research. Richard Wilk opens by analysing the very term of consump-
tion using recent research in cognitive linguistics. By exploring the structure of
the concept of consumption, disembedding central metaphors like ‘fire’ and
‘eating’ that link its meanings together, Wilk guides us to a better grasp of this
elusive topic. He also shows us how to avoid some of the pitfalls that often occur
in the social sciences when we use folk-categories as if they were empirical and
universal. 

Colin Campbell grabs the baton in arguing that the fundamental assumption of
modern consumerism is an emphasis on feeling and emotion using a practice and
ideology that is markedly individualistic. It is by exposing ourselves to a wide
variety of products and services and by monitoring our reaction to them that we
‘discover’ who we ‘really are’. This makes for an individualist epistemology, in
which the ‘self’ is the only authority in matters of truth and an emotional
ontology where the fact that I do desire intensely helps to reassure me that I do
indeed exist. Moreover, the idea is that feeling – if intensely experienced – can
directly change the world. This represents a truly magical world-view, shown in,
for example, the interest in New Age. Campbell concludes that we not only live
in a consumer society or in a consumer culture but in a consumer civilization. 
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John Sherry reflects on the subdiscipline of postmodern consumer research in
marketing departments by surveying its principal contours and probable
programmatic progress. He explores the ways the subdiscipline has fulfilled
some of its promise, and examines some of its shortfalls. In particular, he dwells
on the possibilities of rapprochement between the postmodern tradition of
consumer research in marketing and the investigation of consumption arising in
contiguous disciplines in the social sciences and humanities. Sherry is hoping for
a new era where orthodoxy is suffused with otherness and complementary
holism witnessing the birth of a discipline that researchers from various disci-
plines could recognize simply as ‘consumer research’. He envisions in the future
both the rise of a vastly reconfigured multidisciplinary ‘spanning’ association of
scholars interested in consumption broadly constructed, as well as the prolifera-
tion of specialist associations devoted to the micro-granularities of consumption
rooted in local perspectives.

In the second part of the book, ‘Odysseys in Time and Space’, Russell Belk and
Lisa Peñaloza discuss consumer culture and multiculturalism as elaborate multidi-
mensional concepts of essential importance in consumer research. Consumer
culture illustrates the central position of consumption in society. Russell Belk views
consumer culture as a personal and cultural orientation toward consumption, and
emphasizes that it is not a production phenomena. Consumer culture is also distin-
guished from concomitant changes including industrialization, economic develop-
ment, globalization, urbanization, capitalism, wage labour and colonialism. Belk
views consumer culture as an ongoing ever-changing phenomenon, neither inher-
ently good nor evil. He argues for a definition that acknowledges the ancient roots
of consumer culture as well as the possibility that contemporary consumer culture
can exist in the less affluent world. Consumer culture is a way of looking at, and
seeking to derive, value in the world that has far reaching consequences. Multiple
dimensions for evaluating the effects of consumer culture need to be recognized.
The impacts of consumer culture are individual, social, cultural, economic, polit-
ical, moral and much more. A brief assessment of two prominent examples of
consumer cultures: collecting and Christmas is also provided. 

Even though much scholarly research has focused on the centrality of
consumers, less attention has been directed to the centrality of markets. In the
literature, the market has often been discussed as an essential dimension of
culture, often in terms of where cultural conflicts occur. Lisa Peñaloza’s chapter
is about crossing borders and studying the intersection of markets and cultures,
also involving the complex interfaces between multiculturalism, capitalism and
democracy. She explores the limits of market enfranchisement by taking into
account specific dynamics of market inclusion, and comparing them to more
traditional forms of political representation and agency for Latinos in the USA.
There is a need to understand cultural differences in marketplaces better.

– 3 –
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Peñaloza prefers to look at ethnic minority communities as communities that
consume rather than as subcultures. The former have their primary agency in
community identity rather than consumption, even though consumption is
important as well. Peñaloza argues that markets are needed for developing
communities, but markets also require political oversight.

The third part of the book, ‘Performing identities’, focuses on a topic that has
attained massive attention during recent decades, and is often considered
emblematic of postmodern consumption, namely the issue of identity, previ-
ously introduced in the first section of the book. Daniel Miller, Richard Elliott,
Pauline Maclaran, Margaret Hogg, Miriam Catterall and Robert Kozinets advo-
cate a breakaway from purely linguistic understandings of the consuming
subject, and instead include more of body and materiality. In Chapter 6 Daniel
Miller enters an ethnographic expedition in order to investigate the role of ‘the
little black dress’. Just having finished fieldwork in India about saris in rainbows
of colours and effusions of print, he can’t help wondering why the western
female party dress has been leached into standard black. After having interro-
gated a row of suspects – capitalism, history and modernism – he turns to the
ethnography of consumption. Using findings from fieldwork conducted in and
around a London street, Miller finds the culprit to be the possibility and experi-
ence of freedom and the particular form of modernist anxiety this evokes. He
advocates that black is not a neutral absence, but an assertive presence. We
pretend that choosing shades of grey is more subtle and sophisticated, since we
don’t dare to bear the burden of freedom. This lesson from the field teaches us
that understanding consumption requires more than studying commerce or
modernism. Miller argues that it requires experiences of the population and the
kind of generalizations that social science can make about these experiences
and what underlies them. 

Richard Elliott discusses consumption as a symbolic vocabulary and resource
for identity construction and maintenance through communities of practice.
Locating identity within communities of practice integrates the self with the
social and the material and identifies the emergence of a repertoire of resources
for the negotiation of meaning. We can problematize the study of the consumer
by widening the focus of research to include embodied performances, commu-
nities of practice and ritual; by recognizing the historical limitations on the social
construction of the self; and by acknowledging the negotiated and contested
nature of meaning. Elliott also argues that we ought to take a further step towards
dealing with the complexities of human life by inviting informants to be co-
researchers. He maintains that by adopting a wide range of quasi-ethnographic
methods, such as giving informants dictaphones to report their feelings and reac-
tions, we can little by little increase our ability to cope with the complex social
practices of consumer culture. 
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The next chapter by Pauline Maclaran, Margaret Hogg, Miriam Catterall, and
Robert Kozinets deals with the intersection between technology and computer-
mediated communications (CMC) in computer-related online communities. A
methodology of ‘netnography’ in combination with discourse analysis is
proposed in order to enable researchers to explore the nuances of gender effects
online better. The authors draw on findings from an online consumption-related
community – a digital camera discussion forum – to illustrate how the consump-
tion of CMC may exhibit important gendered and gendering effects. Their study
implies a two-way mutually shaping relationship between gender and technology.
There is a symbolic gendering of technology with material effects. Most
computer games are, for example, oriented to male subject positions and cultural
competencies. Conversely, gender is considered as performed rather than
preformed and in the fragmentary and diverse online communities there is
considerable room for individual manoeuvring across an extensive continuum of
gender positions. However, the authors conclude that a lot of interesting research
lies ahead to achieve better understanding of the many, varied performances of
gender and consumption.

In Part IV of the book, ‘Visualizing visuality’, Craig Thompson, Franck
Cochoy and Jonathan Schroeder reflect upon newer perspectives and approaches
for understanding consumption in relation to images. They emphasize that
images do not exist in a vacuum, but that cultural contexts should also be consid-
ered. Craig Thompson discusses the ideological framing of advertisements and
refers to the increased usage of self-reflexive advertising campaigns that
lampoon image-oriented marketing pitches. A polysemic analysis of natural
health advertisements is grounded in the collective meanings expressed by ardent
consumers of holistic health alternatives. He argues that advertising ideologies
appeal to the interests of specific audiences by offering mythic resolutions to
salient cultural contradictions and tensions. His argument is a reader-response
adaptation of Roland Barthes’s sociosemiotic classic Mythologies. An integration
between critical and reader-response perspectives on advertising can provide
theoretical insights into a number of important issues that conventional critical
analysis ignores, such as the rhetorical structures that imbue advertisements’
ideological representations with symbolically enticing and resonant qualities. It
can also enrich reader-response analysis by better theorizing the meanings
through which advertisements leverage the collective viewpoints of different
consumer groups for ideological effect. 

Franck Cochoy invites us to look at what the consumers look at, not the actual
products, but the packaged products; his programme being to subordinate the
study of consumers and producers to the sociology of packaging. He warns us
against spending too much time studying the symbolic side of products and
directs our attention to all of the dimensions that are built into packaging that
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criticism fails to see, such as content, eco-labelling, health, legal and even polit-
ical information and the bar code, speaking not to the consumer but to the
scanner. While the symbolic dimension moves us away from the materiality of
the product, these other dimensions point directly at the product’s material
components. Packages argue for different action patterns, speaking to us on, for
example, emotional, logic, political or routine terms. It is thus not only the
producer but also, for example, the health authorities or the European Union who
are given voice. So Cochoy asks where our preferences come from. From within
ourselves or from the packaging surface? Is it we or the package who make the
choice? Inspired by the works of Bruno Latour, rejecting the alternative between
active and passive voices, the answer is obvious, i.e., we neither choose products
nor are we chosen by them. Packaging makes us choose. Packaging is both the
condition and the solution of choice.

In the last chapter, Jonathan Schroeder focuses on the idea that the image, now
as in the past, provides a key to understanding how we make sense of our world.
The focus is on images and their interpretation as foundational elements of
elusive consumption. He argues for research on the production and consumption
of images drawing from art history, photography and visual studies to develop an
interdisciplinary, visual approach to understanding consumer behaviour. A theo-
retical approach to visual consumption is proposed. By visual, he means not just
visually oriented consumer behaviour such as watching videos, tourism or
window-shopping, but also a methodological framework to investigate the inter-
connections of consumption, vision and culture, including how visual images are
handled by consumer research. 

The conclusion of this book is that consumption is elusive in that it is not
possible to identify with one single definition or some clearly demarcated prac-
tices. The elusiveness of consumption is both challenging and inspiring. Studies
of consumption need to reflect the mysterious, obscure, subtle and sometimes
indefinable moments in our lives when we consume, sometimes as a joyful expe-
rience and at other times out of necessity. Consumption is often described in
terms of symbols of progress even though it also involves not only fulfilment of
fantasies and desires, but fear and exploitation of resources. We have come a
long way from the ‘economic man’ model of consumer behaviour, emphasizing
rationality and utility by viewing consumption in a consumer culture context.
However, the complexity of consumption still needs further exploration.
According to postmodernism, consumer research is not simply a manifestation
of reactance, but a progress in the understanding of consumption as ever
intriguing and elusive phenomena. It should not be understood as merely an
alternative involving a suboptimal choice, but as an indispensable perspective for
understanding consumer society.

One of the lessons of this book is that the elusiveness of consumption makes
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it impossible to take a unidimensional research approach for studying consump-
tion and consumer culture. A multiplicity of perspectives, theories and methods
from a variety of disciplines is needed as well as encompassing a variety of
phenomena. We need to include not only consumers, but the laws and politics of
the market, producers and marketers, the imagery of advertising, the packages
making us choose, the challenges of the Internet, global-local marketplace
dynamics, consumer welfare, as well as interrelations. Ethnography should also
continue to have a privileged position in the future for understanding consump-
tion, consumers and producers, and for attaining the closeness to the subjects and
phenomena studied. The understandings and practices of the consumers is a
necessity, needless to say, but new versions of ethnographic methods need to be
included as well as ethnography combined with other perspectives, theories and
methods. This would also contribute to a continuous process of building theories
and methods for understanding consumption in its many varied performances.

A challenge for the future might be to include more of moral, ethical and polit-
ical concerns in consumer research. Renewed attention must be devoted to
global-local marketplace dynamics, to the political implications of consumption,
to the unequal distribution of the world’s diminishing resources and to the prac-
tices of resistance, accommodation and co-creation consumers adopt in market-
places around the world. We need to understand the impacts of consumption
from an individual, social, cultural, ecological, economic, political and moral
perspective. It is important to recognize that the consumer is also a citizen whose
actions and non-actions and negotiations have implications not only for
her/himself, but for the community and for society as a whole.

This kaleidoscopic research agenda makes the elusive character of consump-
tion more visible and attainable. This book and the preceding conference shows
the need for common meeting grounds, be they conferences, seminars, books,
magazines or the Internet, to stimulate creativity among researchers representing
different disciplines and perspectives. This is the way to keep the pot boiling. We
think it is time to invert the expression that too many cooks spoil the broth and
introduce instead a plurality of cooks, each one contributing with ideas on ingre-
dients, recipes, ways of preparing and stirring the broth in order to make it as
spicy and invigorating as possible. We hope the reader will find the brew inno-
vative, illuminating, imaginative, inspiring, intriguing, invigorating and irre-
sistible.
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Grasping the Topic
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Morals and Metaphors:
The Meaning of Consumption

Richard Wilk

Introduction

I was inspired by the provocative title ‘elusive consumption’ to delve into the
vague, undefined and intangible nature of the concept of consumption that most
social scientists use in their work. Consumption turns out to be one of those
common-sense concepts that usually ‘goes without saying’, meaning that we
rarely argue about whether something really belongs in the category. In practice,
the harder you try to define the term, the fuzzier its meanings and boundaries
become, which suggests that there is indeed something important hidden behind
our casual agreement about its meaning. 

In the process of trying to find the elusive meaning of consumption, I have
encountered some familiar problems and issues. Scholars working on problems
and issues of consumption have long noted the close linkage between consump-
tion and morality. Almost every aspect of consumption is laden with moral value
and meaning, so that attitudes and values towards consumption are shaped by
moral and often religious values that have very little to do with acts of consump-
tion themselves (the modern scholarship on this topic begins with Douglas 1966;
see also, Horowitz 1988). My approach to defining consumption explains why
moral issues are an inevitable aspect of consumption; they are built into the
meaning of the term at a fundamental level. 

Some have tried to define consumption as an activity specific to particular
groups of people, sectors of society or sections of the economy. Others take a more
abstract approach and see consumption as a process diffused throughout the world,
defined as reducing or destroying matter, energy or order in a way that reduces their
value to humans (Stern 1997). Both approaches pay little attention to the way
people use the term in everyday speech, and assume that the scientific usage can
be entirely divorced from the folk-meaning, a prospect we find both unlikely and
unfruitful. To understand the meanings of consumption, we follow a suggestion by
Belk, Ger and Askegaard in an important paper called ‘Metaphors of Consumer
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Desire’ (1996), and use the tools of cognitive linguistics. This takes me far from my
usual field of expertise in economic and historical anthropology, and I am not by
any means a trained linguist or cognitive scientist. I have only been able to venture
into the new field of cognitive linguistics with the help and guidance of George
Lakoff, who is one of the intellectual founders of the discipline. 

I have to add one further qualification, which is that my analysis is based
entirely on American English. I suspect that many of the idioms and expressions
have equivalents in other European languages, but how relevant this analysis is
to other languages is an open question. 

What is Cognitive Linguistics?

Cognitive linguistics is a relatively new discipline that cuts across the conven-
tional fields of linguistics, cognitive science, mathematics and philosophy. Its
tenets are stated in a series of works by George Lakoff and collaborators (Lakoff
& Johnson 1980; Lakoff 1987; Lakoff & Johnson 1999); this is in turn based on
work by cognitive psychologists like Rosch, anthropological linguists like Berlin
and Kay, and ultimately the philosophy of Wittgenstein. I will provide a very
compressed and partial tutorial in the discipline, since it forms the basis for my
analysis of the category of consumption as a cognitive domain.

The classic theories of language and grammar tell us that the world is
composed of discrete entities and concepts like ‘chairs’ and ‘balls’, all of which
share a certain set of qualities. The category is determined by the minimum
common list of shared qualities, for example four legs and a back. Cognitive
linguistics says instead that concepts and categories are typically complex, often
fuzzy, and without clear boundaries or common shared qualities. Instead they are
structured in particular ways:

• They have a prototypical object or action at the centre – an idealized typical
chair with four legs and a back, for example.

• Other members of the set can be more or less central, more or less chair-like,
so membership may be graded rather than categorical.

• They often have a radial structure – the prototype is at the centre, and other
members can each be related to the prototype in different ways. All members
of the set are bound together by their relationship to the prototype, not their
relationship to each other. Some instances of the category may be related to
the central prototype through metaphor.

According to cognitive linguists, the categories of speech and thought are 
interconnected in many different ways. The most obvious, and most studied 
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relationships are hierarchies and other typologies, so that, for instance, a stool is
a kind of chair, or the seat is one of the parts of a chair. However, Lakoff finds
these cases to be relatively trivial. The most important key to understanding the
relationships between concepts is founded in the fundamental way the human
brain works, which is often through metaphorical linkages between categories.
Typically, we map abstract concepts and categories onto more concrete and phys-
ically experienced categories through metaphor. The concept is made tangible
through a metaphorical linkage to a class of object with which we have direct
physical experiences.

To use one of his examples, modern Americans have come to comprehend the
abstract concept of time through a metaphorical link to resources, especially
money (Lakoff & Johnson 1980: 7; Lakoff 1987: 209–10). Resources in general,
and money in particular, are used not only in everyday speech, but also in the
way we reason, as a common metaphorical source for time: we spend it, save it,
waste it and so on. This is more than a linguistic curiosity; the qualities of money
actually affect the way we behave towards time, which is treated as if it were
divisible, valuable, measurable and interchangeable, as if each minute, like each
penny, has exactly the same size and value. Metaphor therefore does a lot more
than structure categories of speech.

Lakoff says that basic level concepts are often grounded in direct bodily expe-
riences like pain or hunger that all human beings share. In addition, hundreds of
‘primary metaphors’ that we use both in reasoning and as the basis for action are
also grounded in common everyday experiences, sometimes so common that
they give rise to metaphors that arise spontaneously in many cultures around the
world. Examples include: Desire is Hunger, Anger is Heat, and Achieving a
Purpose is Getting a Desired Object (Lakoff 1987: 380–415). There are also
conceptual metaphors that are specific to particular cultures. 

Conceptual metaphors are based upon non-metaphorical concepts of various
kinds:

• Kinaesthetic Image Schemas – based on basic body perceptions of directions,
basic sensory-motor schemas like containers, part-whole relationships, liquids
and surfaces. The sequence of Source → Path → Goal is one of the most
common image-schemas. 

• Frames, including scenarios – conceptual structures that may take the form of
a conventionalized story or sequence, such as ‘rain’ which includes a whole
stereotypical scenario of clouds, humidity, rainfall and lingering mud. 

Many complex concepts can be understood in terms of two or more metaphors.
Lakoff shows that for Americans, anger is metaphorical fire: it burns, boils,
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steams and explodes. But anger is also a wild animal (out of control), and a kind
of insanity (crazy). Fire is the most important, primary metaphor, but the others
must be included to understand the way Americans visualize, and act out, their
anger.

Furthermore, in his book Moral Politics, Lakoff shows that within a single
culture, there can be conflicting and contending metaphorical systems. In his
example, American conservatives see government as a metaphorical ‘strict
father’, while liberals are more likely to cast the political system as a ‘nurturant
parent’. The contending metaphorical systems also inform and structure quite
distinct models of moral behaviour, gender roles, attitudes towards capital
punishment, etc. So these metaphors have real power; they help people visualize,
simplify and judge complex situations, and find actions that seem consonant with
their more fundamental beliefs about parenthood and authority. The implication
is that, faced with new problems and issues, people tend to use old and estab-
lished metaphors. Changes in behaviour need to be based on new metaphorical
linkages, which is why so much public and private argument and debate is so rich
in visual schemas and prototypical scenarios.

Economic Metaphors

When I was trained as an archaeologist, consumption was not a category of
analysis; it did not exist. Instead, archaeologists started with objects instead of
people, and developed a model of ‘the life cycle of the artefact’. The notion was
that ‘raw’ materials existed in nature, until taken up by humans and modified into
artefacts, which were then used until worn out, and then discarded (cf. Schiffer
1976), so the basic cycle looks like this:

PRODUCTION ➔ USE ➔ DISCARD

This ‘life cycle’ metaphor is based on the fundamental human experience of
ontology, the growth and development of an organism from origin to demise.

BIRTH ➔ LIFE ➔ DEATH

The metaphorical construction here is that Objects are People, and therefore they
have lives. The speech of museologists, archaeologists and collectors of objects
and antiques are full of these kinds of life-cycle metaphors that personify objects.
In the long spans of time that archaeologists study, types of objects are ‘born’,
and they eventually ‘die out’. One subtle effect of this metaphor is that people
become invisible, because the objects substitute for them. The basic model of the
economy that appears in most economics textbooks accomplishes the same end
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with a similar metaphorical construction. Economists divide the economy into a
productive sector, a market and the household sector, again with a flow between
them. 

PRODUCTION ➔ EXCHANGE ➔ CONSUMPTION

The life-cycle metaphor then tells us that consumption is like senility, loss of
energy, decline in value, ultimately death and disappearance. For economists, all
the action and excitement has always been in the first two stages; consumption is
just the part of the economy where things end up after all the interesting activi-
ties take place in factories and markets. The clearest implication from this
metaphorical construction is that Consumption is Death. As with an individual
life, the flow of an object’s life is inexorable and irreversible, so there is no possi-
bility, for example, that demand could precede supply. The economist sees
production as the vital force that drives the engine of the economy forward.

The life-cycle metaphor leaves all the activity, value and economic growth on
the production side, while consumption is a passive process of decay and even
waste. Just as with a life, any growth must be followed, and eventually balanced
by decline, production has to be balanced with consumption, or the entire system
is out of balance. The ‘magic of the market’, so beloved of neoclassical econo-
mists creates just this balance, at least in the imagination. 

Another common economists’ metaphor that de-emphasizes consumption is
that money is water. This is a particularly good example of what Lakoff and
Johnson call ‘entity and substance metaphors’. These generally involve viewing
events, activities, emotions and ideas – none of which are concrete objects – as
entities and substances (1980: 25). Economists use a whole series of hydraulic
metaphors, which portray the substance of economic transaction, money, utility or
value as liquid. Economic transactions are flows that can slow to a trickle under
pressure, before pouring forth into the marketplace. Economists speak of rising
tides, liquid assets, economic pumps, spending like water, dangerous leakage,
bringing things to a boil, and even pouring money down the toilet. The economy
is therefore often visualized as a system of plumbing, but the wells, pumps and
piping are the interesting part, and consumption is just water going down the
drain. Adam Smith said that ‘Consumption is the sole purpose of production’,
(1985: 338), but the hydraulic metaphor leads economists to think that consump-
tion needs no analysis. Whatever is pumped forth naturally drains away. 

Economic hydraulics is a specialist metaphor, used by a small professional
class and politicians as part of their persuasive rhetoric (see McCloskey 1985). I
am more concerned here with the folk models of consumption that inform
everyday life and behaviour, because they, perhaps more than economic rhetoric,
are the basis of consumption metaphors in the other social sciences. 
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In everyday American English, ‘consumption’ is what Lakoff calls a radial
category, with a prototype at the centre, and the other members of the category
belong by virtue of their relationship to the prototype, rather than through their
coherent relationship to each other. So, for example, putting a painting on the
wall, lying on the beach in the sun, and flushing the toilet, are all acceptable
examples of consumption, but it is otherwise impossible to see how they are alike
(and many scholars have strained to try to write a definition of consumption that
does find their common characteristics). They are related to each other only
because of their metaphorical connections to the prototype at the centre. 

Consumption is also a graded category. Some things strike us as better exam-
ples of consumption than others. Borgmann says, ‘plants consume carbon,
animals consume plants …’ (2000: 418), but the transformation of carbon in the
process of photosynthesis seems to be less like consumption than cows eating
grass. Or think about burning a pile of leaves, versus putting the same leaves on
a compost pile. Burning leaves seems more consumption-like than composting,
just as going shopping, moving up and down the aisles hunting for the right
shirt, is more consumption-like than sitting in a car listening to the radio. Some
things seem more like consumption than others because of their proximity and
resemblance to the prototype.

Consumption is Fire

What makes many of these disparate activities into consumption is their
metaphorical relationship to the prototypical act of eating. Eating and consuming
are also connected to each other through their common metaphorical relationship
to fire, and the act of burning. Burning is historically the first English usage of
the verb consume, attributed to the Wyclif Bible in 1382, in a biblical passage
where a sacrifice ‘with fier shal be consumyd.’ (Lev. 6:23). Other early usages
include ‘unto ashes they will a man consume’ (OED places this in 1430, Lydgate
1555: 19). Some other actions of fire – destruction, wasting away and vanishing
– were also applied to consumption. Fire is still a powerful metaphor for
consumption that destroys completely, leaving behind nothing useful. 

• People have money to burn.

• Fortunes go up in a puff of smoke.

• Overindulgence in drugs causes total burnout.

Fire of course has a dual nature – both destructive and useful. It warms,
comforts, and purifies; it lies at the centre of the hearth, and sanctifies the sacri-
fice. It is not surprising that consumption, as metaphorical fire, also has both
destructive and utilitarian connotations (see Nordman). It can run out of control
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and become wanton gluttony, excessive luxury leading to corruption and ruin,
while at the same time it is the daily ‘fuel’ that keeps the human ‘engine’ going,
the centre of social life and domestic commensality. 

It is no surprise that two of the Old Testament God’s most important acts
involved miraculous fire. He appeared to Moses as a bush that burned, but was
not consumed, and during the siege of Jerusalem, he kept the temple lamp
burning for seven nights with oil sufficient for only one. Later, Christians saw the
fire of the lord as holy in itself; being consumed by god’s fire was an act of giving
up one’s volition, submitting and becoming fuel in a larger fire. 

As a natural (an even supernatural) force, fire metaphors do not portray
humans in the central role in consumption. Fire consumes what you feed it; it
dies if it is not fed, and if you let it loose it can consume everything in its path,
but it has a will of its own and we are often helpless before it. The Consumption
is Fire metaphor tells us that people consume what they are given; the rich
consume more than the poor because they have more fuel. During the twentieth
century, though, Americans came to believe that consumption was a matter of
individual volition and will, and that consumption was not so much a natural
force like fire, as something under conscious control that expresses the inner
identity and essence of an individual. Eating as a metaphor puts the human at the
centre, with the impersonal forces of the economy and nature providing the fuel
and carting away the waste.

Consuming is Eating

Eating is a complex prototype, rooted in a common human bodily experience.
Rather than a single act, it is normally broken down into stages (though cultures
may do this in different ways) as part of a prototypical scenario. 

HUNGER ➔ FINDING & PREPARING ➔ CHEWING & SWALLOWING
➔ DIGESTING ➔ EXCRETING

In this scenario a substance flows through a person, and this flow links the acts
together into a single conceptual process, with a beginning, middle and end. It is
important to remember that this series of stages is not natural categories; many
of the elements are culturally specific and arbitrary. 

With eating as a prototype, the more an act is like eating, the more it seems
like real consumption. This is why listening to music seems less like consump-
tion than burning gasoline while we drive in our car. The metaphor of eating tells
us that when we consume something, it should be gone when we finish, trans-
formed into waste. After we consume music, it does not disappear, and many
people can listen to the same music at the same time – while the eating metaphor
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tells us that two people cannot consume the same bite of food, and you cannot
both possess and consume the same thing (‘you can’t have your cake and eat it
too’). Much of the vocabulary of consumption draws directly on the eating
metaphor.

• She sucked the marrow from every experience.

• I have acquired a taste for furs.

• My customers lapped up the new ties.

• Shopping ate up all of our savings.

• I am always hungry for new experience.

• My attic is full to bursting.

• Consumers have gobbled the new cars up.

• That new dress is a feast for the eyes.

Because of the power of the Consuming is Eating metaphor, we associate the
physical sensations of eating with those we experience in other kinds of
consumption, particularly those associated with shopping. If you cannot get
enough food, you are constantly hungry and you feel a nagging need. We visu-
alize consumption as similarly driven by a desire just like hunger, which we can
only satisfy by consuming, hopefully not so much that it makes us sick (see Belk,
Ger and Askegaard 1996). Desire is Hunger, so that Satisfying Desire is Eating
and consuming is a special case of Satisfying Desire. The result is that
Consuming is Eating.

Similarly, the bodily experience of being satiated, full of food, relaxed and
lazy, is extended to other acts of consumption, so that enough shopping or
collecting should satisfy needs for a while, make people comfortable and satis-
fied, and no longer in need of more shopping, buying and consumption. In The
Affluent Society, Galbraith said that once each American family got a small
house, a car, and basic appliances, their needs would be satisfied once and for all.
People would no longer want goods, and would instead seek satisfaction through
more leisure, cultivating hobbies and self-improvement, and spending more
social time with friends and family (1958). He did not recognize that even after
the most sumptuous meal, people still get hungry. But the sense that consump-
tion satisfies a need, and should satiate the appetite, appears in many consump-
tion metaphors, often admonishing people for the sin of gluttony if they are not
satisfied after a bout of consumption.

• Enough is enough!

• Your closet is already stuffed, how could you want more?

• One more coat is all I need.

• I always splurge on shoes in the spring.

– 18 –

Richard Wilk

02 Elusive Consumption  22/1/04  8:25 pm  Page 18



• He has bitten off more than he can chew this time.

• Your clothing budget is already bloated.

Orderly consumption is like eating a meal. We have a need, we find the things to
meet the need, buy them, use them and eventually, when they lose their value,
they are ejected (thrown away) as waste. When we have a need we are anxious
and uncomfortable; we enjoy the hunt and the purchase, are satisfied and almost
unconscious of the actual process of use (digestion), and then would rather not
talk about the elimination of wastes. The prototypical sequence of modern
consumption is based on a metaphor for getting food and eating it. The sequence
of desire ➔ shopping ➔ buying ➔ using ➔ discarding, is a clear analogue of the
sequence of looking for food and eating, leading to a series of equivalences.

• Desire is hunger.

• Shopping is hunting.

• Buying is catching.

• Using is eating and digesting.

• Discarding is shitting.

Many expressions for the various activities involved in consumption are derived
from the stages of the Consuming is Eating metaphor. 

• I have been beating the bushes for a good shirt.

• I bagged three sweaters at the sale.

• Those rings are so beautiful I could eat them up.

• Throw those crappy old shorts away.

• I love bargain hunting.

• What a waste of a nice pair of pants.

By implication, shopping, like hunting, is exciting and challenging, even a bit
dangerous. Wanting something is sheer misery and torture. Making a good buy
is satisfying. Using the object is usually much more prosaic – sometimes a treat,
other times a simple necessity, or a big disappointment. And disposing of waste
is dangerous, private, and often left to specialist areas, equipment or personnel.

Pathology

The disorders and moral pitfalls of consumption have metaphorical equivalents in
the pathologies of eating. Some of us become gluttons, suffering from an uncon-
trollable urge to eat more, though we know it is not good for us. The metaphorical
equivalence of gluttony and wealth is made clear in the classic illustrations of the
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greedy and overindulgent rich. Even more egregious are those who have plenty of
food, but who hoard it and hide it and deny it to themselves, and their families and
friends; they are the classic biblical figures of the thin and miserly rich person.
Both live off the fat of the land, gobble up resources, suck blood, while the cream
they skim from others’ labor feeds their bloated coffers. The moral failures of
greed, avarice and miserliness are the same as those of gluttony and self-starva-
tion, and we tend to treat all with the same degrees of approbation.

There is a moral ambiguity to all consumption, just as there is to eating. We
eat because of need, but food also has power over us. It can seduce us and even
addict us, to the point where we are powerless to stop eating. In biblical times of
scarcity, eating well was a mortal sin. But in the overwhelming wealth of middle-
class developed America today, being fat no longer means that other people are
being deprived. Some estimate that 30 per cent of Americans are clinically obese,
and 70 per cent are overweight. Gluttony is an understandable weakness, just
giving in to normal appetites, the temptations of sinful foods. 

The Consuming is Eating metaphor tells us that Wealth is Fat. Americans
extend the same ambivalence they have towards food and gluttony to money,
wealth and the rich. Rather than being evil, the rich are more likely to be seen as
victims of the temptations offered by goods and glitz, as if they were at a giant
Las Vegas smorgasbord. 

At the other extreme, poverty is the equivalent of starvation, to the point that
‘poor and hungry’ is a cliché. Starving people are hungry all the time, obsessed
with food and, given a full meal, they may stuff themselves to the point of being
sick. Since poverty, lack of consumption, is the equivalent of starvation, we
expect the poor to be living with a sense of deprivation. They should be obsessed
with wealth and goods they can’t have, and given some money they are likely to
lose control and splurge with no thought for the consequences. This explains the
extremely close supervision placed on those in poverty who are given food-
stamps as a form of assistance, but who are bound by all sorts of rules about what
kinds of things they can purchase with them (despite abundant evidence that
poverty and hunger are far from the same thing). Similarly, our Consuming is
Eating metaphor leads us to a simple explanation for poverty – poor hunting
skills (see Chin 2001).

The Poverty is Starvation metaphor structures a host of moral attitudes
towards consumption, especially those towards ethnic minorities and the coun-
tries that have been deemed ‘underdeveloped’, or ‘impoverished’. Because the
poor are supposed to be hungry, when they go ahead and buy a television or a
bicycle, they are accused of misspending on things they don’t need. The panic in
environmental circles over what is going to happen to the environment as wealth
increases in China and India is a good example. We expect them to act like
starving people, which means they will binge and gorge themselves on rich
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goods as soon as they have the money, instead of investing it in their farms and
businesses, or sending their children to school. 

The same metaphor poses a fundamental problem for the proponents of volun-
tary simplicity or simple living. People who starve themselves amidst abun-
dance, once called misers, are now labeled anorexics, considered mentally ill,
and are sent off for treatment. Anyone who would voluntarily choose poverty is
someone who will allow their children to go hungry when good food is put
before them; insane if not criminal. As long as Consuming is Eating, it is hard to
imagine any mass movement towards metaphorical anorexia.

Why Worry

It is not hard to see why many critics of the global economy draw on the fire and
eating metaphors in their arguments about consumption. To say that resources
are being eaten up, that consumerism is a raging fire or a ravenous beast, gives
visual and visceral force to messages about the state of the planet and its
resources. But these metaphors also obscure and confuse many key issues about
consumer culture. While some aspects of consumption really are like eating and
burning, there are many ways that they are completely unlike.

I have already touched on an obvious example. With food, you really cannot
have your cake and eat it too – when you consume, you destroy the original form
and devalue it. Many consumer goods are like this; marketers have worked assid-
uously over the last century to make as many things as possible disposable, but
there are still many durable goods that never wear out, can be repaired, improved,
customized and even passed down through generations. Think about gold
jewellery, golf clubs, fine bamboo fly rods, oak furniture, comic book collections,
books and china. We can share a song, a walk in the countryside, or an evening
watching a DVD movie for the tenth time; in each case sharing increases, instead
of diminishing our pleasure, and nothing has been destroyed, excreted or burned.

The eating and burning metaphors tell us that the inevitable result of consump-
tion is ashes and waste, of little or no value, malodorous and filthy. In fact there
are some kinds of consumption that actually raise and increase the value of
things; Grant McCracken’s argument about the way patina gives value to
antiques makes just this point (1988). You buy a house on the market, and
consume it very much the way you consume a car or a television set, but a house
is usually more valuable after ten years than it was when you bought it. The CD
you listen to once and take back to the store is physically indistinguishable from
one that is brand new – your listening did no physical damage and there was no
waste or residue. Nor does listening to more and more music constitute gluttony,
since your brain does not fill up and get fat. 

The metaphor that Waste is Shit may also present a series of problems, not
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least of which is the general attitude in most western societies that the end prod-
ucts of consumption should be removed from sight by invisible means, and
disposed of by specialists. Thus, the entire sector of the economy that deals with
objects after someone has discarded or rejected them is symbolically separated
from the parts of the economy that deal with ‘virgin’ materials. The activities of
‘waste management’ take place largely out of public sight, except when there is
some danger of ‘overflow’ or ‘leakage’. It makes great metaphorical sense that
the United States Government is pursuing a long-term policy of dumping its
most dangerous radioactive waste into deep holes in the ground, even if most
scientific panels have questioned both the urgency and the logic of the process. 

Of all the parts of the Consumption is Eating scenario, the Desire is Hunger
metaphor is especially misleading. Every account I have ever read of Cortés’s
conquest of Mexico says that he was driven by an insatiable hunger (or thirst) for
gold. But what does this really explain? Greed is not like hunger in many ways.
The metaphor makes it seem like greed is a natural impulse gone astray, though
there is in fact no biological or genetic basis for it. Greed is much more complex
and historically situated than the metaphor would allow; Cortés’s greed for gold
was driven by an intense desire for the status and privilege of nobility, and the
confirmation of pure blood, and it has to be understood in the historical context
of the recently completed reconquest of Spain from the Moors. These are far, far
different from the kinds of motives that drive modern moguls like Bill Gates.
Lumping together all the different motives for accumulating goods and resources
as a natural force of greed is an easy, but non-explanatory, solution to the
problem of understanding the multiplicity and variability of human desires. It
also suggests that all forms of accumulation are products of greed, which hardly
accounts for the multiple motives that drive both public and private collecting
(Belk 1995).

A whole series of other moral and practical arguments about proper consump-
tion flow from the eating metaphor. Moderation is a good thing. Don’t eat too
quickly. Strong spices can give you indigestion. Chew thoroughly before you
swallow. Don’t eat food served by strangers. Give yourself time for digestion after
a meal, etc. These all have equivalents in precepts about not spending all your
money in one place, enjoying the things you have instead of buying new things,
buying solid long-lasting items instead of flashy ones, and on and on. But urging
moderation and conformity to community standards is not necessarily the best
form of consumption, either for the individual, or society as a whole. Consumption
is not always a moral balance between too little and too much. Environmental
scientists and ecologists have pointed out many cases where recycling is actually
harmful to the environment, where consuming more of certain products could be
beneficial, or conserving is wasteful (Lilienfeld and Rathje 1998).

Metaphors have a peculiar power to silence common perceptions that contra-
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dict the basic metaphorical structure. Consider, for example, the idea that
consumption is a form of leisure that gives pleasure, just like a good meal. This
is why increasing consumption is a form of progress; everyone will be well fed
and therefore happy! The idea that abundant consumption brings pleasure is
deeply rooted in many puritan critiques of consumer culture, since too much
pleasure is corrupting and causes moral decay. But is consumption really
leisurely and satisfying? Many people actually find everyday consumption activ-
ities to be a chore and an obligation, something required but hardly enjoyable. In
fact, a good deal of consumption is work, not leisure. The reality in the last
twenty years in much of the developed world is that the purchase of a major
consumer durable requires careful research and comparison shopping amidst a
bewildering variety of options and models, followed by unpleasant interactions
with salespeople, and hours of assembly, reading manuals, and often months of
frustration in learning to make the item work properly. Academics have had to
resort to constructions like ‘productive consumption’ and ‘consumptive produc-
tion’, to account for this, but the problem only exists at all because of the power
of the Consumption is Eating metaphor. In the real world, there are no simple
boundaries between consumption and production or work and leisure.

Finally, the Consumption is Eating metaphor creates a peculiar dilemma for
the question of human agency in consumption. Eating is a natural, biological
activity, driven by hunger that drives us whether we like it or not. But eating is
also an act of volition; we can cultivate tastes to the status of an art, and eating
is an intensely pleasurable activity for many people. In eating we must all face
the boundary between nature and culture, and recognize that we have both basic
needs and aesthetic pleasures in the same activity. Our own agency is called into
question by the natural compulsion of need, which leads us to constantly search
for the dividing line between necessity and luxury, the needs-driven, and the
wants-driven. From very early civilizations, eating has posed weighty philo-
sophical questions about the ability of individuals to know and control their
passions (Davidson 1997).

We carry the same problems and contradictions of agency, need and desire
forward to all other forms of consumption through metaphor. We may say, for
example, that we need at least one clean shirt for our trip, but taking ten is a
wasteful luxury. But this kind of need is always relative, and is socially and
culturally constructed, rather than being driven by the biological force of hunger.
Nevertheless, the eating metaphor lends its physical weight to statements of
need; when we speak of ‘children in need’ we imply that their very survival is at
stake. The problems of defining consumption ‘needs’ for housing, clothing,
entertainment and the like are always at issue in the practice of development
assistance, in assessing poverty, in deciding who is poor. The ugly truth is that all
such needs are arbitrary because they are not biological needs of the same order
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as the hunger for food, and we know that even in the realm of food there are many
degrees of starvation and hunger. Wanting implies agency, but needing is visceral
and physical. This dichotomy divides nature and agency in a way that conceals a
complex politics of value that works along several dimensions and continua.
There really is no clear dividing line.

Is there Hope?

One can never abandon metaphor. The idea of perfect scientific objectivity about
consumption is a futile illusion because metaphor is an essential part of our
cognitive process (Lakoff & Johnson 1999). There are good reasons why our
thought about consumption is embodied, grounded in physical and practical
experience. The Desire is Hunger metaphor is not about to go away, nor is its
extension the Consumption is Eating metaphor. The question is whether we can
find other metaphors that make more sense of the realities – and possibilities –
of consumption. New metaphors open new possibilities for thought, and provide
openings for new actions and ways to educate people. 

Activists in the environmental and anti-world-trade movements have already
been creative in asserting new meanings for consumption. Adbusters magazine
(a publication of the Media Foundation), for example, chronicled a number of
campaigns in California during the late 1990s that defaced advertising bill-
boards, some likening the flood of modern consumer goods to an alien invasion.
Other images appearing in the magazine show people drowning in a sea of prod-
ucts, or being forced to consume by corporate authorities and advertising icons
like Joe Camel. Designer Tibor Kalman, somewhat more hopefully said,
‘Consumption is a treatable disease’ (Adbusters 1999). Here he draws, perhaps
purposely, on the Victorian usage of the word consumption to describe the
disease of tuberculosis. Unfortunately, none of these metaphors has the wide-
spread, if not universal, grounding of Desire is Hunger. Effective activist
messages will probably have to draw on metaphors that are extensions of the
established system, instead of trying to build new metaphors entirely.

Where does all of this leave the anxious social scientist? Do we abandon the
subject of consumption entirely? If nothing else, consumption is so firmly estab-
lished in the modern world as a folk-concept, we need to study it as just that –
an object with a history and a cultural context. On the other hand, any enterprise
that sets out to find an objective category of consumption as a simple category
of objects or activities that is ‘out there’ as a bounded and measurable group, is
doomed from the start. 
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I Shop therefore I Know that I Am: The
Metaphysical Basis of Modern Consumerism

Colin Campbell

Introduction

I would hazard a guess and suggest that metaphysics is not a term that most
people would normally associate with the activity of consumption. Indeed it
seems more likely that these two would be regarded as polar opposites; the one
concerned – as the dictionary puts it – with ‘first principles, especially in relation
to being and knowing’, the other with the routine, the practical and the mundane.
How then is it that I am suggesting that there might be a connection between the
two? Well I arrived at the intimation of a link largely as a consequence of my
attempts to seek an answer to the question of why consuming has come to occupy
such a central place in our lives. Why, in other words, are the activities generally
associated with the term ‘consumption’, such as the searching out, purchasing
and using goods and services that meet our needs or satisfy our wants, regarded
as so extraordinarily important? Because it seems self-evident to me that, in
general and with some significant exceptions, that is precisely how they are
regarded by the majority of people in contemporary society, as especially impor-
tant if not actually central to their lives. It also seems largely self-evident that this
has not been the case in previous eras

Now this is not the same question as ‘why do we consume?’ For there are
several widely accepted answers to that question, ranging from the satisfaction
of needs, the emulation of others, the pursuit of pleasure, the defence or asser-
tion of status, etc. However, in seeking to understand why consumption has such
importance in people’s lives one is implying that it might be fulfilling a function
above and beyond that of satisfying the specific motives or intentions that prompt
its individual component acts. In other words, it might possess a dimension that
relates it to the most profound and ultimate questions that human beings can
pose, questions concerning the nature of reality and the very purpose of exis-
tence – with issues of ‘being and knowing’ in fact. That, at least, will be the thesis
upon which – in true metaphysical fashion – I wish to speculate in this chapter.
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The Nature of Modern Consumerism

In order for my argument to make sense it is important that I make it quite clear,
at the very beginning, just what I consider to be the two crucial defining features
of modern consumerism, that is those that distinguish it most clearly from earlier,
more traditional forms. The one is the central place occupied by emotion and
desire, in conjunction to some degree with imagination. This is an argument that
I have developed elsewhere and hence shall not repeat at length here (see
Campbell 1987). 

So let me just emphasize my belief that it is the processes of wanting and
desiring that lie at the very heart of the phenomenon of modern consumerism.
This is not to say that issues of need are absent, or indeed that other features,
such as distinctive institutional and organizational structures, are not important.
It is simply to assert that the central dynamo that drives such a society is that of
consumer demand, and that this is in turn dependent upon the ability of
consumers to experience continually the desire for goods and services. In this
respect it is our affectual states, most especially our ability ‘to want’, ‘to desire’
and ‘to long for’, and especially our ability to experience such emotions repeat-
edly, that actually underpins the economies of modern developed societies.1

The second, and closely associated, critical defining characteristic of modern
consumerism I take to be its unrestrained or unrestricted individualism.
Obviously not all consumption is individualistic in nature; for there continues to
be a significant element of collective consumption even in the most modern and
capitalist of societies, that is goods and services which are consumed by the
community (such as defence or law and order) or owned by the community and
then allocated to individuals rather than purchased on the open market (local
government housing, for example). Yet it is quite clear that a distinctive hallmark
of modern consumption is the extent to which goods and services are purchased
by individuals for their own use. Again this is in marked contrast to the earlier
pattern, in which these were either purchased by, or on behalf of, social groups,
most especially the extended kin or household, or the village or local community,
or alternatively allocated to individuals by governing bodies. Even more charac-
teristic of modern consumerism is the associated ideology of individualism. That
is the extraordinary value attached to this mode of consumption in conjunction
with the emphasis placed on the right of individuals to decide for themselves
which goods and services they consume.2

Now these two features strongly support each other, combining to define the
nature of modern consumerism. And the crucial link between the two is the
simple fact that modern consumerism is by its very nature predominately
concerned with the gratification of wants rather than the meeting of needs. The
significance of this development being that, while needs can be, and indeed
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generally are, objectively established, wants can only be identified subjectively.
That is to say, others can always tell you what it is that you need. Indeed you may
not be qualified to assess those needs for yourself and hence have to seek the
assistance of experts in order to identify them, as in the case of one’s medical
‘needs’. But no one but you is in a position to decide what it is that you want.
When it comes to wanting only the ‘wanter’ can claim to be an ‘expert’
(Campbell 1998). Naturally therefore it follows that such a mode of consumption
is inherently individualistic, with the authority for decision-making located
firmly within the self.3 To summarize modern consumerism is more to do with
feeling and emotion (in the form of desire) than it is with reason and calculation,
while it is fiercely individualistic, rather than communal, in nature. And these
two features provide the most obvious connection with the larger culture as well
as providing the basis for the claim that modern consumerism rests on meta-
physical assumptions.

Ontology and the Search for Meaning: Identity as Defined by Desire

In my initial remarks I observed that there seemed little obvious connection
between the subject of consumption and metaphysical matters. There is however
one topic where it is relatively easy to see a connection between the two, and that
concerns the issue of identity. This is an issue central to many discussions of
modern consumerism, where an emphasis is frequently placed on the signifi-
cance of consuming in relation to the affirmation, confirmation or even the
creation of identity. At the same time it is fairly obvious that the question ‘who
am I? is one of the most fundamental and basic that human beings can pose.

It is at this point that I become acutely conscious of the fact that the spectre of
postmodern thought is hovering at my shoulder, and much as I would like to
ignore its presence this is hardly possible. So I shall briefly acknowledge it and
hope that by doing so it will be persuaded to fade into the shadows. For my posi-
tion on the ‘postmodern phenomenon’ or the ‘postmodern movement’ is that this
should be the object of sociological investigation. I regard it as a mistake to view
this body of philosophical speculation as an intellectual or academic ‘resource’,
useful as an aid to an understanding of the social and cultural world. To adopt
this attitude is to my mind equivalent to assuming that astrology can serve as a
useful guide to an understanding of the universe. What we need, as Mike
Featherstone has said, is a sociology of postmodernism, not a postmodern soci-
ology (1991: x). Unfortunately few social scientists seem to have followed this
eminently sensible suggestion, with the result that many postmodern specula-
tions concerning the contemporary world are frequently repeated as if they were
indeed established truths. And one of the more widely reported of these concerns
personal identity and the activity of consumption. Here the widespread presump-
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tion is that the contemporary or ‘postmodern’ self is exceptionally open and flex-
ible. That is to say, it is assumed that individuals – by making use of the wide-
ranging and ever-changing products on offer in a modern consumer society – are
regularly engaged in the process of recreating themselves: first adopting and then
casting off identities and lifestyles in just as easy and casual a manner as they do
their clothes. This is made possible because, as Ewen and Ewen have put it,
‘Today there are no … rules, only choices.’And hence ‘Everyone can be anyone.’
(Ewan & Ewan 1982: 249–51). At the same time it is commonly suggested that
individuals have little choice but to behave in this manner since what Lyotard has
called ‘grand narratives’ are no longer credible, with the direct consequence that
there is no longer any firm cultural anchorage for the individual’s sense of iden-
tity. Thus one commonly encounters the view that the activities of consumers
should be understood as both a response to a postulated ‘crisis of identity’ and
an activity that in effect only serves to intensify that very crisis.4

I fully accept that it is probably true to say that an individual’s sense of iden-
tity is no longer clearly determined, as once it was, by their membership of
specific class or status groupings (Bocock & Thompson 1992: 149). I also accept
that consumption is central to the process through which individuals confirm, if
not create, their identities. But what I would dispute is the suggestion that indi-
viduals in contemporary society have no unitary or fixed concept of the self
(Hollinger 1994: 113–14). While I would wish to maintain that consumption, far
from exacerbating the ‘crisis of identity’ is indeed the very activity through
which individuals commonly resolve just this issue. 

The ‘personal ads’ sections of newspapers and magazines make fascinating
reading and it could be that you, like me, are drawn to them because of what
they reveal about our fellow human beings. This section of a newspaper or
magazine is the place where individuals advertise for ‘partners’ either with just
short-term friendship and fun in mind, or alternatively with a view to estab-
lishing a long-term, if not necessarily permanent, relationship. And, in order to
attract the right kind of person, individuals set out to describe themselves (as
well very often as the person they are looking for) in the advertisement. Now
they usually only have a few lines in which to do this, so obviously they need to
think carefully about what to say. What most people want to do is to give as
clear and accurate impression of the sort of person they consider themselves to
be – even if in the process there is a tendency to convey something of an over-
flattering image. So what, typically, do people say when given only a restricted
space in which to describe themselves? Well they say things like this:
‘Bohemian cat-lover, 46 going on 27, totally broke and always working, likes
red wine, working out, Pratchet, Tolkein & Red Dwarf.’ Or ‘Outdoor Girl, 50s,
loves long country walks, jive dancing & Tate Modern. Seeks partner to share
interests and maybe more.’ One final example, ‘Slim, professional, lively, reflec-
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tive 40 year-old, enjoys Moby, Mozart, the Arts, and watching sports, seeks
compatible male.’

Now what I find especially interesting about these ads is that the individuals
concerned appear to be defining themselves – that is specifying what they see as
their essential identity – almost exclusively in terms of their tastes. That is to say
in terms of their distinctive profile of wants and desires. For, if we set aside the
inclusion of what we might call the ‘fixed basic facts’ about a person, that is their
gender and age together with some indication of appearance, occupation or class,
then what is provided in these ads relates almost entirely to an individual’s tastes.
The things most commonly specified being, as my examples suggest, their tastes
in music, literature, the arts, food and drink, together with leisure-time pursuits.
Now why should that be? Why should people concentrate upon defining them-
selves in terms of their tastes? Well I would suggest that it is because these are
what we feel define us more clearly than anything else, and that when it comes
to the crucial issue of our ‘real’ identity then we effectively consider ourselves to
be defined by our desires, or profiled by our preferences.

Let me be quite clear that I am not suggesting that it is our ‘interests’ or
‘hobbies’ that define us. Those people who define themselves in these ads in
terms of their liking for red wine or country walks are unlikely to be looking for
a partner to join them in organized wine-tastings, or in meetings of The Ramblers
Association. After all, if these are indeed your hobbies then you can meet people
with similar interests simply by joining the relevant societies concerned. No,
what these people are identifying are less their serious interests or hobbies, than
their ‘tastes’ (similar in effect to their sexual ‘tastes’, details of which do indeed
appear in the more specialized and salacious variety of personal ad.). Nor am I
suggesting that what we might call ‘tribal identity’ has ceased to be significant.
Clearly these identities still matter, especially after what Americans call 9/11. In
that sense the answer to the question ‘Who Am I?’ will still include such basic
definers as gender, race, nationality, ethnicity and religion. But what I would like
to suggest is that these identifiers do no more than ‘frame’ the parameters of who
we consider ourselves to be. They do not specify the fine lines of our identity –
merely its general outline. While the person we really consider ourselves to be,
the ‘real me’ if you like, is to be found in our special mix or combination of
tastes. This is where we are most likely to feel that our uniqueness as individuals
– our individuality – actually resides. 

Now of course if this argument is valid it means that the proliferation of choice
characteristic of a modern consumer society is essential if we are ever to discover
‘who we are’. For a wide range of variation in products is crucial for us to ‘test
ourselves’, as we continually seek to answer the question, do I like this or that?
Do I like this fabric, or this colour? Does this music, or those images, turn me
on? Do I enjoy this experience, or does it turn me off? Viewed in this way the
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activity of consuming can be considered as the vital and necessary path to self-
discovery, while the marketplace itself becomes indispensable to the process of
discovering who we really are. 

It should be clear that I am not suggesting that identity derives from the
product or service consumed, or that, as the saying goes, ‘people are what they
purchase’ (Ritzer, Goodman & Wiedenscroft 2002: 413). Of course, what we buy
says something about who we are. It could not be otherwise. But what I am
suggesting is that the real location of our identity is to be found in our reaction
to products, and not in the products themselves. Hence I am not arguing that as
consumers we ‘buy’ identity through our consumption of particular goods and
services. Rather I am suggesting that we ‘discover’ it by exposing ourselves to a
wide variety of products and services, and hence it is by monitoring our reaction
to them, noting what it is that we like and dislike, that we come to ‘discover’ who
we ‘really are’. 

It is important to realize that this manner of conceiving of self-identity is very
new. Indeed considered against the backdrop of historical time it has only just
happened. It is very unlikely that our grandparents, if not our parents, would ever
have conceived of themselves in this way. For them, identity was far more likely
to be primarily a matter of their status and position in various institutions and
associations, with family, occupation, religious adherence, race, ethnicity and
nationality all counting for more than something as insignificant as taste.
Consequently their self-definitions would have tended to emphasize such
statuses as farmer, fisherman, father, Presbyterian, Catholic, Englishman or
Swede, etc., and not their taste in wine, literature, music or leisure-time activi-
ties.

If the suggestion that identity is discovered rather than purchased sounds a
little too abstract or far-fetched let me quote April Benson on the subject of shop-
ping. She writes,

Shopping … is a way we search for ourselves and our place in the world. Though
conducted in the most public of spaces, shopping is essentially an intimate and personal
experience. To shop is to taste, touch, sift, consider, and talk our way through myriad
possibilities as we try to determine what it is we need or desire. To shop consciously is
to search not only externally, as in a store, but internally, through memory and desire.
Shopping is an interactive process through which we dialogue not only with people,
places, and things, but also with parts of ourselves. This dynamic yet reflective process
reveals and gives form to pieces of self that might otherwise remain dormant…the act
of shopping is one of self-expression, one that allows us to discover who we are …
(2000: 505)
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‘I Shop therefore I Am’

These quotes come from a book entitled I Shop Therefore I Am, which might
seem an apt slogan in the context of the argument I have just advanced. However,
strictly speaking, ‘I shop in order that I might discover who I am’ would be a
more accurate summary of the claim I have just made. By contrast, ‘I shop,
therefore I am’, modelled as it obviously is on Descartes’s famous ‘I think, there-
fore I am’, implies something a little different. It suggests not so much that the
activity of shopping is a means through which people discover who they are than
that it provides them with the basic certainty of their existence. Now April
Benson’s book is about compulsive shopping so it is possible that the title is
meant to indicate – if humorously – a situation in which this activity has come to
totally dominate the lives of those subject to this addiction. Viewed in this light
it simply refers to people for whom there is no other activity of any significance
in life except that of shopping. I do believe however that this slogan is applicable
to all consumers in modern society, whether compulsive shoppers or not, and in
relation to exactly the same ontological issue that was of concern to Descartes.
However before developing this argument I need to say something about the
nature of the epistemology that underlies modern consumerism.

A Consumerist Epistemology 

There are two popular sayings that are important pointers to the nature of the
epistemology that is implicit in the metaphysical assumptions that I am
suggesting underlie modern consumerism. The one is ‘de gustibus non est
disputandum’, or in English, ‘there is no disputing about tastes’. This saying
originally referred to the fact that it was simply a waste of time trying to convince
someone, by means of rational argument, to like or dislike certain foods or drink.
However, it also resonates very clearly with the point I have just made about the
self-defining significance of personal taste. That is to say, our tastes are unques-
tionably ‘ours’ in the sense that they cannot be legitimately challenged by others.
The second well-known, if not well-worn, saying, is that ‘the customer is always
right’. This originally gained currency because it was the motto that store
managers or proprietors were wont to instil in their staff in order that their partic-
ular retail outlet or chain might acquire, or keep, a reputation for good service.
It was, of course, never intended to be taken literally, that is in the sense of being
a statement of epistemological principle. However, I would suggest that this is
indeed precisely what it has become; that is, in the form ‘the consumer is always
right.’ Indeed I would suggest that the assumptions embodied in these two
sayings – that there is no disputing tastes, and that the customer is always right –
have become the basis for a widespread and largely taken-for-granted individu-
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alist epistemology, one in which the ‘self’ is the only authority in matters of
truth. 

We can see ample evidence to support this claim in the growing tendency to
reject both the authority of tradition and that of experts in favour of the authority
individuals claim for their own wants, desires and preferences. This is apparent
in an area like health, for example, where there has been a rapid growth of
complementary and alternative medicine at the expense of more conventional
medical practice (see Fuller 1989). For it is clear that this development is a direct
consequence of the assumption that the consumer is better placed than any so-
called ‘experts’ to judge what treatment is in his or her best interests. Another
area where exactly the same change is apparent is religion. Here too the authority
of the churches, in the form of the clergy, is rejected in favour of the individual’s
claim to select his or her own version of ‘eternal truth’; a process that has led to
the development of what is often referred to as the ‘spiritual supermarket’.6

In effect what has happened is that the authority of the old-style ‘expert’, that
is someone who told you what you ‘needed’ and who gained their authority
primarily from their institutional role, has been rejected, while their place has
been taken by ‘gurus’ or ‘enlightened ones’, that is people whose role is to help
you discover what it is that you really ‘want’, or ‘desire’. Of course this is
precisely what we would expect to happen in a society in which the gratification
of wants has come to displace the satisfaction of needs. For as noted, when it
comes to the identification of wants, ‘the customer or consumer is of course
necessarily always right’; always right, that is, in their judgement of what is ulti-
mately true. In precisely the same way that it is generally assumed that no one
else is in a position to tell you what you want so too is it assumed that no one
else is in a position to tell you what is true. Hence we arrive at the popular notion
of ‘your truth, my truth’ and the rampant relativizing of all claims to veracity that
accompanies such a slogan. At the same time the process through which indi-
viduals discover what is true for them is always and everywhere the same, and it
is modelled on the manner in which they ‘know’ what they want. For a
consumerist epistemology now prevails in which ‘truth’ is established in the
same manner as the existence of wants; that is, through a scrutiny of one’s
internal emotional states. 

The Search for Ontological Security

I would now like to return to the issue of ontology and the Descartes-style quote
mentioned earlier, the famous ‘I shop therefore I am’. So far I have suggested
that modern consumerism embodies, or is predicated upon, a specific theory of
personal identity together with a distinctive individualistic epistemology. But it
is clear that it also contains a distinct ontology, or theory of reality, one that
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follows logically from the distinctive features of modern consumerism noted
earlier. In fact, in the contemporary world epistemology is little more than an
adjunct of ontology anyway, as I shall imply. That is to say, the former is
commonly treated as simply an indicator of the latter; there being a greater desire
to experience the real than to know the true.

I suggested earlier that consumption, and more especially perhaps shopping,
could be seen as a process through which individuals resolve the ‘problem’ of
personal identity. That is they ‘discover who they are’ by monitoring their
responses to various products and services and therefore establish their distinc-
tive tastes or desires. But, as the postmodernists are fond of emphasizing, indi-
viduals in contemporary society may change their tastes and preferences as,
either following fashion or seeking higher status, they undergo the process of
‘recreating’ themselves. Now this may seem to argue against the suggestion that
consumption enables people to discover who they really are, since if they had
indeed found the answer to this question why would they subsequently abandon
that particular identity in favour of another? Indeed, why would they continue to
engage as enthusiastically as before in the search for new products and services
if they have already resolved the issue of personal identity? I believe that the
answers to these questions can be found in an understanding of the ontological
function that modern consumerism currently fulfils.

The first critical point to appreciate is that if individuals do indeed change their
pattern of tastes or preferences this does not represent any change in the manner
in which identity is recognized or conceived, for this is still primarily a matter of
the self being defined by desire, of having our profile traced through preference.
In this respect, the much-emphasized variability and changeability in the
perceived content of identity is not as significant as the continuity manifest in the
processes involved in its ‘discovery’. In fact the changes in content become quite
understandable once one shifts the focus from the nature and content of indi-
vidual identity to the deeper underlying human need for reassurance concerning
the reality of the self. For consumption, which in the sense I have emphasized
here can be viewed as an activity that involves the exploration of the self, can
also be seen as constituting a response to ontological insecurity or existential
angst. That is to say, it can comfort us by providing us with the certain knowl-
edge that we are real authentic beings –that we do indeed exist. In this respect,
the slogan ‘I shop therefore I am’ should indeed be understood in a truly literal
sense.

Obviously in order to accept the truth of this assertion it is necessary to appre-
ciate the extent to which we live in a culture that embraces an ‘emotional
ontology’ and consequently accords consumption a remarkable significance. By
emotional ontology I mean that the true judge of whether something is real or not
is taken to be its power to arouse an emotional response in us. The more powerful
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the response experienced, the more ‘real’ the object or event that produced it is
judged to be. At the same time, the more intense our response, the more ‘real’ –
or the more truly ourselves – we feel ourselves to be at that moment. Very simply
put, we live in a culture in which reality is equated with intensity of experience,
and is hence accorded both to the source of intense stimuli and to that aspect of
our being that responds to them. If then we apply this doctrine to the question of
identity and the ‘self’ we can conclude that it is through the intensity of feeling
that individuals gain the reassurance they need to overcome their existential
angst and hence gain the reassuring conviction that they are indeed ‘alive’. Thus
although exposure to a wide range of goods and services helps to tell us who we
are (by enabling us to formulate our tastes), this self-same exposure fulfils the
even more vital function of enabling us to be reassured that our self is indeed
‘authentic’ or ‘real’. Hence while what I desire (and also dislike) helps to tell me
who I am, the fact that I do desire intensely helps to reassure me that I do indeed
exist. To quote again from April Benson, ‘I believe that reframing shopping as a
process of search, a vital activity that reaches far beyond traditional associations
with buying or having, can aid in [the] quest for identity and meaning.’ (2002:
498). She continues, ‘Conscious shopping, shopping as a process of search, is
not about buying, it’s about being’ (2002: 502 emphasis added)

Of course one does not have to go shopping, or indeed engage in any other
consumption activity, to undertake the quest for identity and meaning; let alone
in order to gain reassurance concerning the reality of one’s own existence. Any
experience that provides an opportunity for a strong emotional response can
serve this purpose; a fact that perhaps helps to explain the popularity of extreme
sports and adventure holidays in our culture as well as the continuing popularity
of horror and science fantasy films, as well too of course as romantic love, with
its promise of passion, intimacy and desire. Yet it is worth observing that shop-
ping is an ideal context in which to pursue this quest for meaning. Ideal because
there is a purity of self-expression attached to the activity that is not commonly
experienced in these other activities (as long as one is not thinking of routine
provisioning or gift purchasing but activity directed to meeting the wants of the
self). This purity derives from the absence of any need to consider either the feel-
ings or demands of others on the one hand, and the sheer volume and variety of
stimuli on offer on the other. 

However, to return to the issue of changes in taste and preference and hence
in identity, the key point here is that gaining reassurance concerning the ‘reality’
or if you like the ‘authenticity’ of one’s existence through exposure to experi-
ences that produce an emotional response in oneself is not a one-off requirement.
Rather it is a psychological need that requires repeated satisfaction. However, it
is impossible for the same stimuli – that is to say, the same products and services
– to produce the same intensity of response in us when we are exposed to them
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a second or third time as they did on the first occasion. On the contrary it is more
than probable that we will become bored as habituation sets in. Consequently, we
need regular exposure to fresh stimuli if boredom is to be avoided and the
continuing need for ontological reassurance satisfied. In this respect, boredom is
seen as threatening because it undermines our sense of identity – we risk losing
our sense of who we are once boredom sets in – hence our grip on reality falters.
As a result there is a continuing need for fresh stimuli, ones that will produce a
strong reaction in us. Hence the importance of fashion – as a mechanism for the
regular and controlled introduction of ‘new’ products – as well as the fact that
consumers may indeed be tempted to make significant changes to their ‘identity’
on a regular basis. 

These changes should not be seen, however, as indicating that earlier attempts
to establish the ‘real’ or ‘true’ nature of the self had failed. On the contrary, since
the desires and preferences that defined that identity were experienced intensely
at the time this ‘proves’ that it was ‘real’, just as the intensity attached to the new
desires similarly demonstrates the authenticity of the novel ‘replacement’ self.
The fact that such different selves can both be viewed as equally ‘real’ is recon-
ciled – if indeed any reconciliation is seen to be necessary – by perceiving the
true identity of the individual as being ‘developmental’ in nature. That is to say,
as individuals we are conceived of as beings who are in an endless process of
‘becoming’, such that each new ‘identity’ emerges butterfly-like – from a deeper
and hence more authentic level of the self – out of the discarded chrysalis of its
predecessor. 

A Consumerist Ontology

It should be clear by now that what I am claiming is that an emanationist or
idealist ontology, or theory of reality, provides the foundation for modern
consumerism. Of course an emanationist assumption has always underpinned the
traditional economic paradigm for the analysis of consumption, being embodied
in the central concept of the ‘latent want’. That is to say, this paradigm neces-
sarily presupposes that real consumer activity in the world, the selecting,
purchasing and using of products, is to be understood as a process that results
from the manifesting or ‘making real’ of something that previously was merely
latent. Now I have criticized this concept in the past, pointing out not merely that
the only evidence for the existence of latent wants is the actual behaviour they
are supposed to explain, but also that wants should be considered as emergent
constructs, the products of psychological ‘work’ on the part of consumers
(Campbell 1987: 43–4). I still believe that these criticisms are valid. However
this is not to deny that modern consumption rests on fundamentally emanationist
assumptions. For, as I have already emphasized, its dynamic is built upon the
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ability of individuals to perform a particular psychological ‘trick’, that of
producing desire where none previously existed. For consumers to accomplish
this however – that is to perform the ‘trick’ of wanting what they had never
wanted before – they have to engage in a highly creative process. In effect they
have to ‘conjure up’ a specific positive feeling for an object or experience out of
thin air. It is then the ensuing ‘want’, which has been conjured in this way, that
becomes the cause (assuming they possess the necessary resources) of the subse-
quent and very real gratifying experience. It is thus not entirely fanciful to
suggest that consumers do indeed create their own reality. That is to say they are
themselves responsible for creating the necessary conditions for their consump-
tion experiences. I believe that it is this fundamentally idealist and emanationist
ontology that has in effect become the underlying paradigm for the modern
consumerist view of the world; one in which all of reality, and not just the items
we consume, is regarded as capable of being ‘conjured up’ in a similar fashion. 

This claim might seem unduly fanciful, but I think it appears less so if we stop
and consider just how the many objects that surround us in our own homes have
actually come to be there. For most, if not all, of the products that we have
purchased, and which now fill our homes – such as the furniture, the books, the
CDs, the pictures and works of art, etc. – are only really there because at some
stage we ‘wanted’ them. In that particular sense their presence in our world is the
direct outcome or result of our emotional state, specifically of our desire. If we
had not felt desire for them they would not be part of our everyday reality. Of
course one could argue that these goods would still exist, even if we had not
desired them, since they would probably have remained on the shelf in the shop
where we first saw them. However it can also be argued that it is still primarily
desire, one which in this case is shared with very many other people, that has
brought these goods into existence in the first place, manufactured, as the
producers might say, simply in order to ‘meet demand’. Hence one could argue
that it is not simply our purely personal world of possessions that should be
regarded as ‘conjured up’ through a process of wanting but that the whole
modern consumer economy is built upon a similar ‘magical’ process. 

It was while I was speculating along these lines – that is on the possible perva-
sive nature of such an idealist and emotionalist ontology in our society – that I
was prompted to think of the modern phenomenon of the ‘wannabe’. Usually a
young person, a ‘wannabe’ is an individual who is characterized by an intense
desire (or ‘want’) to be famous and successful, most commonly as a pop star.
What I find so interesting is the extent to which these young people appear to
believe that their wanting – if intense enough – will be sufficient to secure the
outcome they desire. Typically this belief is fiercely adhered to despite both the
astronomical odds against their being successful and the fact – obvious to others
if not to most wannabes themselves – that they lack the requisite talent. In this
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respect they are the supreme example of the now widespread belief that anyone
can have, or do, anything, if only they want it enough. Now I used to imagine that
when people uttered this sentiment they were endorsing the belief that success
would come to those whose desire was such that they were prepared to put in the
long, hard hours of work or practice required to achieve success. But now – and
in line with the argument that I have just outlined – I am increasingly inclined to
believe that contemporary wannabes actually interpret this phrase in a far more
literal sense. That is to say, they actually believe that the wanting itself will bring
them success, provided of course that it is intense enough. In other words, these
young people exemplify just that idealist and emotionalist ontology that I have
claimed underlies consumption, the idea that feeling – if intensely experienced –
can directly change the external world.

Now of course the belief that you can change the world through mental or
emotional effort alone conventionally goes by the name of ‘magic’; something
that most of us might associate either with the world of music-hall entertainment
and children’s parties, or a much earlier, more primitive and superstitious stage
in human evolution. However, to think in this way would be to reveal just how
out of touch one is with the contemporary world. It is not just in the world of
children’s books and the cinema that magic currently features so prominently,
dominated as these are by the persona of Harry Potter and fantasy epics such as
The Lord of The Rings. Magic also features prominently in both the New Age and
neo-pagan movements that are currently enjoying such success in modern
Western societies.7 And how is magic defined by the spokespersons for these
movements? Well it is defined as the ability to alter oneself and one’s environ-
ment through attitudes, thoughts and emotions alone.8 While if we take the
trouble to examine the precise nature of that New Age philosophy which has
found so many adherents in recent years we find that it contains an idealist
ontology. In other words, New Agers believe that reality is really ideational and
spiritual in form, not material. So here we find exactly that ontology which I have
speculated might underlie modern consumerism, and in a very explicit form. In
fact we can discern in the New Age world-view all those elements of a
consumerist metaphysic that I have indicated above. 

The New Age World-view and a Consumerist Metaphysic

This, of course, raises a very interesting question concerning cultural change and
the nature of contemporary society. Could it be that the very extent and perva-
siveness of the activity of consuming has helped to change our view of reality?
That the marked degree to which the world that we experience is one that has
increasingly been moulded by us to meet our desires means that we now accept
– if only implicitly – a theory which regards reality as the product of our wishes?
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With the result that the New Age world-view can be regarded as coming into
existence as a consequence of a process of extrapolation from the assumptions
that underlie modern consumerism? Or could it be that, on the other hand, we
should understand modern consumerism as gaining its explicit cultural legitima-
tion from a cultural development – the New Age movement – that had its origins
elsewhere (see Heelas 1993). These are fascinating questions concerning the
dynamics of cultural change. However this is not the place to explore the precise
nature of the relationship between a New Age-style world-view and modern
consumerism. Hence I shall restrict myself to noting the close parallels between
the two. 

Before doing so however it might be wise of me briefly to anticipate the objec-
tion that the New Age movement is so insignificant – and indeed in the twenty-
first century so passé, so 70s and 80s, – that it cannot really be credited with a
significant role in contemporary society. Now it is quite clear that nothing is
further from the truth. For in fact New Age beliefs and attitudes are now so wide-
spread and pervasive in our society and its culture as to effectively dominate all
areas of life (just look carefully at the shelves in your local bookshop next time
you are there if you don’t believe me) (York 1995; Heelas 1996).

There are three principal parallels that we can discern between the meta-
physic underlying modern consumption and a New Age world-view. The first –
and most obvious – is what Roy Wallis has called epistemological individualism
(1984: 100). This is the assumption that authority lies with the self, and that
there is no true authority outside the self. As the New Age spokesman Sir
George Trevelyan expresses it, ‘Only accept what rings true to your own inner
self (quoted by Heelas 1996: 21).’This, as we have seen, is also the central tenet
of the modern consumer ideology, the assumption that personal experience and
personal experience alone – largely in the form of wants and desires –consti-
tutes the highest authority. Second, as we have also seen there is a shared onto-
logical idealism or emanationism. This is the belief that reality consists of mind
and spirit rather than matter. While the third, as suggested, is the fact that they
share a basically ‘magical’ philosophy in which the ‘external’ or ‘material
world’ is generally considered to be directly subject to the power of human
thoughts and desires. 

The second of these similarities, the shared belief in an idealistic metaphysic,
provides me with an opportunity to cite the last of those well-known and popular
phrases that have commonly been applied to consumption. In this case the term
I have in mind is ‘retail therapy’; a phrase that, in my experience, is almost
always employed in a humorous context, or at least spoken of in a light-hearted
or flippant manner. However, once again I would like to suggest that we should
treat it with all seriousness, regarding it not as a metaphor or as a joke but as an
accurate and meaningful descriptor. For when the belief in an idealistic ontology
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is applied to individuals it leads to the idea that the ‘authentic self’ is located
deep within the human psyche and can only be discovered through what are
essentially processes that ‘express’ or ‘release’ this underlying reality. Naturally
this belief casts all restraint or constraint of any kind, whether imposed on the
individual from without, or more significantly by individuals themselves through
excessive self-control or inhibition, as the cause of all that is false, inauthentic or
harmful. Now the term ‘retail therapy’ is commonly used to mean little more than
that the activity of shopping, understood as a form of self-indulgence, may have
the effect of making us feel better. However I would like to suggest that the term,
if taken seriously, actually means that we should regard this activity as directly
comparable with something like participation in an encounter group; that is, as
an important means of overcoming inhibitions or ‘psychic blocks’ and directly
expressing powerful feelings. Obviously I don’t mean by this that people regu-
larly hit out at irritating shop assistants, or for that matter routinely hug the kind
and helpful ones. What I mean is that in selecting and purchasing products that
we want (not ones we ‘need’) we are directly acting out our feelings – and hence
throwing off unhelpful restraints – in just the same basic fashion as in the self-
consciously constructed therapeutic contexts. Certainly shopping does indeed
commonly (although obviously not always) resemble therapy as New Agers
understand that term (see Button & Bloom 1992: 131–46; Heelas 1996, ch. 3).
That is to say it is essentially a process in which healing and ‘self-transforma-
tion’ is achieved by encouraging direct emotional expression, and hence can
indeed be seen as one means of ‘liberating’ the ‘real self’. Indeed at least one
New Age author explicitly identifies shopping as a means to this end (Ray 1990:
135–7).

Conclusion

The aim of this chapter was to explore some of the fundamental assumptions that
could be considered to lie behind the phenomenon of modern consumption; to
seek out those ideas concerning the nature of knowing and being that are implied
in the beliefs and attitudes typically associated with such apparently mundane
consumption practices as shopping. The conclusion I have reached is that there are
indeed significant metaphysical assumptions underpinning modern consumerism,
assumptions that, intriguingly, do not appear to be limited to the sphere of
consumption itself but are also present in many other areas of contemporary life.
What this could be seen to indicate is that the activity of consuming – with its
implied emanationism and faith in the power of ‘magic’ – has become a kind of
template or model for the way in which citizens of contemporary Western soci-
eties have come to view all their activities. Since, as we have seen, more and more
areas of contemporary society have become assimilated to a ‘consumer model’ it
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is perhaps hardly surprising that the underlying metaphysic of consumerism has
in the process become a kind of default philosophy for all of modern life. Viewed
in this light the fact that consuming has acquired a central significance in our lives
could indicate something very different from the common suggestion that we are
all victims of a selfish materialism and acquisitiveness. Quite the contrary in fact,
it could be seen as implying an acceptance of a fundamentally idealistic meta-
physic. If so, then this would mean that consuming should no longer be viewed as
a desperate and necessarily futile response to the experience of meaninglessness,
but rather as the very solution to that experience. The suggestion being that
consumption itself can provide the meaning and identity that modern humans
crave, and that it is largely through this activity that individuals discover who they
are, as well as succeed in combating their sense of ontological insecurity. Hence
it is exactly in this aspect of their lives that most people find the firm foundations
upon which their grasp of the real and the true are based, while also providing
them with their life’s goal. Consequently it is on the basis of this diagnosis that I
would suggest that it is justifiable to claim not simply that we live in a consumer
society, or are socialized into a consumer culture, but that ours is in a very funda-
mental sense, a consumer civilization.

Notes

1. In relation to this point I do find it interesting that economists increasingly
appear to recognize that our economy is ultimately dependent on the psycho-
logical capacities and mental states of individuals. That is to say they gener-
ally recognize the important role played by what they call ‘consumer confi-
dence’. Yet this simple concept does not really encompass the full extent to
which our economy is dependent on the psychic skills and mental dispositions
of individuals. For it is our ability continually to manufacture wants that really
provides its underpinning. 

2. See, for one example among many, Kumar’s observation that one of the key
features of modernity is individualization, by which he means that ‘the struc-
tures of modern society take as their unit the individual rather than, as with
agrarian or peasant society, the group or community’ Kumar (1988: 10).

3. These two characteristics can also be seen to largely account for most of the
other characteristic features of modern consumerism, such as the importance
of fashion for example, and the extensive proliferation of choice of products
offered for sale.

4. See for example Don Slater’s observation that ‘Consumerism simultaneously
exploits mass identity crisis…and in the process intensifies it’ (1997: 85).

5. These ads have been taken from ‘Soulmates’ The Observer Review, 9 June
2002, p.19.
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6. ‘The Spiritual Supermarket: Religious Pluralism in the 21st Century’ was the
title of a conference organised by INFORM and CESNUR held in London in
April 2001.

7. For accounts of the rise of the New Age and neo-pagan movements see
Michael York, The Emerging Network: A Sociology of the New Age and Neo-
Pagan Movements, New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 1995; and Paul Heelas,
The New Age Movement: The Celebration of the Self and the Sacralization of
Modernity, London: Blackwell, 1996.

8. See William Bloom’s discussion in Button and Bloom 1992: 89.
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Culture, Consumption, and Marketing:
Retrospect and Prospect

John F. Sherry, Jr.

Backstory

Not quite fifteen years ago, as I policed my kitchen, cleaning up after dinner,
refereeing a loud squabble between two of my sons and calming an incessantly
barking dog that couldn’t decide whether the scuffle interrupting her own
foraging was an invitation to play or flee, the domestic din was joined by the
jangling of the telephone. For some foolish reason, perhaps the welcome relief
promised by what surely must be the placid monotone of a telemarketer’s script,
or the expectation that the bell would send all combatants to a neutral corner, I
picked up the phone and put into motion the events that have led to this chapter.

On the other end of the line was Hal Kassarjian, who had tracked me to my
home to outline his vision of a comprehensive handbook of consumer behaviour,
which would serve as a training guide for doctoral students in the area. Three
seconds into the conversation, I knew Hal wanted something from me, since his
salutation had not included the words ‘Jesus Christ, what the hell is all that racket
going on over there?’, but rather had begun with gentle ritual inquires into my
current state of being, before blending seamlessly into the protracted sales pitch.
By the time he had reached me, Hal had convinced many of the luminaries of our
field to contribute a chapter to his project, but he lacked what he called a ‘final’
chapter, one that would capture the ‘other stuff’ that had been going on in the
discipline over the last few years. As Russ Belk was apparently unavailable for
the project, I had become the go-to ‘other guy’ for this ‘other stuff’. 

Already an experienced ‘other’, I negotiated a loose set of ground rules with
Hal. I would provide an idiosyncratic account of the area, told from the point of
view of a participant-observer who was also an informant, essentially
confounding emic and etic distinctions. The chapter would be part sociology of
the discipline, part literature review and part projection of the area’s trajectory.
Hal was convinced of the potential of this ‘other stuff’, and was eager to get its
canon into the hands of doctoral students. Ever the practical anarchist, or agent
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provocateur1, he acceded to my wishes, and promised to edit with a light hand.
I remember the words he spoke after sealing the deal, just prior to ringing off:
‘Jesus Christ, what the hell is all that racket going on over there?’

Thus, in the cacophony of my kitchen, were the first few notes of Joshua’s horn
replayed. This ‘other stuff’ was being offered a seat at the institutional table, and
I was being given the honour of representing the work of so many guerrillas
engaged in the paradigm wars; of getting the Trojan Horse inside the walls. How
best to proceed? As a native Chicagoan, I heard the words of Mayor Richard J.
Daley echoing in my mind’s ear. He had occasion to remark, accurately as it
turned out, that, ‘The police aren’t here to create disorder. The police are here to
preserve disorder.’ A sound analogy, I thought. If I could preserve the disorder
being mobilized by researchers marginalized by the minions of modernism, and
amplify the polyvocal chatter as characteristic of my academic department as my
kitchen, then a good time might be had by all. 

As a marketer, I knew I couldn’t hang the tale on Hal’s category label ‘other
stuff’. By then, the heyday of ‘otherness’ (and kindred concepts such as ‘margin-
alization’, ‘hegemony’ and ‘subalternity’) in contiguous social science disci-
plines had started to wane, even as it was making its way to consumer research,
and both its stridently critical (albeit warranted) ethos and implicitly dismissable
connotation were the wrong positioning statements for a marketing audience.
The label ‘alternative’ was appropriately countercultural, but also struck me as
somewhat stigmatizing, implying, as I thought, a suboptimal choice.
‘Interpretive’ was a label increasingly being ascribed to this ‘other’ research, less
often in the sense of the ‘interpretive turn’ said to have been taken by disciplines
growing more interested in richly nuanced readings of behaviours treated as
hermeneutic texts, than in the sense of projective fantasy exercised in the absence
of rigorous data analysis. Again, a pejorative ascription, but, with a certain flip-
pant caché: every inquirer interprets, but some do it more reflexively, with
greater integrity. I needed a label that would capture the inchoate, amorphous,
rebellious, ludic irruption promising to rock our disciplinary world.

The mot juste I selected was a contentious one, flanked by weasel words but
unpacked, I thought, scrupulously. A patchwork quilt of inquiry, a confederacy of
autonomous regimes reading consumption against the disciplinary grain, a
heterotopia of heterodoxies, Hal’s ‘other stuff’ became ‘postmodern’ consumer
research, a label of convenience purporting to embody the weirdness of the
moment in which the foundational became fungible, the essential evanescent.
This ‘new consumer behaviour research’, as Russ Belk (1995) came to construe
it, seemed to arise as our disciplinary membrane mutated from selectively
permeable to porous. As boundaries were blurred and transgressed (eventually to
be redrawn and reinforced, inevitably and lamentably, by neo-orthodoxy), the
promise of apotheosis stirred in the literature. Our thought leaders were chal-
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lenged with the prospect of being otherwised. Difference seemed about to have
its day.

The postmodern alternatives I described in that early effort (Sherry 1991)
were unfolding in an era of rapidly accelerating and highly politicized pluralism.
Ontology, epistemology, axiology and praxis were each touched by the succes-
sive waves of researchers eager to understand consumption in more holistic,
comprehensive fashion. Refugees from and freeholders in other disciplines
explored consumption from vastly different perspectives than the economic and
psychological ones that had dominated our field. Danny Miller (1995) would
eventually advocate that consumption should replace kinship as the lodestar of
the anthropological enterprise. Russ Belk would continue to argue that consumer
research as a field had actually yet to emerge. Shelby Hunt (1999) would even-
tually indict nonpositivist research for the decline and fall of Western
Civilization. I also made a few projections about the fate of our field in the wake
of the pluralist perturbations the postmodern moment provoked. In the balance
of this chapter, I revisit and revise the projections and offer a few more in their
place. In so doing, I hope not only to preserve, or at least prolong, the disorder
of our area, but also to misdirect at least as many subsequent inquiries as I did
with the original effort.

Reprise

In my chronicle of the emergence of this ‘other stuff’, I described the changes
underway in consumer research in terms of Victor Turner’s (1974) model of the
social drama, wherein positivist and postmodern paradigm-bearers contested in
a four-act exhibition of disciplinary theatre. At the time of the writing, both Acts
One (public breach) and Two (escalating crisis) had been completed, and the
curtain had just risen on Act Three (redressive action). Having identified the fault
line, the field had begun searching for ways to contain the rift. The past fifteen
years has been a period of rapidly escalating social change in the discipline,
directed, I think, primarily toward bringing down the curtain on Act Three.

Several signal events have occurred during this protracted Act. Of primary
importance has been the complete reconfiguring of the editorial structure of the
field’s flagship journal, the Journal of Consumer Research. In the service of
decentralized decision-making and paradigm-appropriate review, JCR has
evolved to provide its editor guidance first from advisory editors, and thence
from associate editors, and from an increasingly diverse Editorial Review Board.
Over time, more segments of the journal’s franchise have gained greater share of
voice, resulting in a more diversified publication. Recent structural changes to
the journal have permitted intramural and extramural thought leaders to chal-
lenge the field with provocative essays, and encouraged researchers at large to re-
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inquire into fundamental tenets of the discipline, thus harnessing some of the
energy of scholarly ferment to catalyse social scientific advance. Further, awards
for Best Article published during a three-year period in JCR have been made
across the research ‘camps’, which have both validated emerging regimes and
provided exemplars for emulation, thus contributing to the efflorescence of the
‘other stuff’. (In fact, by my informal count, at least 50 per cent of the awards
have gone to ‘other stuff’.) Finally, the launching of a monograph series under
the aegis of the Journal of Consumer Research portends significant increase in
the ‘reach’ of postmodern inquiry, whose practitioners often chafe at the page
restrictions imposed upon them by the conventional journal article.

Act Three has also been driven by events occurring at the level of the profes-
sional society. The Association of Consumer Research (the most active contrib-
utor of JCR’s twelve member association sponsors) has held conferences of
irregularly accelerating diversity and balance, striving mightily to meet the needs
of its increasingly heterogeneous membership. Its presidential leadership
continues to oscillate nominally across the research camps, further helping to
assure breadth of coverage and diversity of intellectual initiative in the society’s
undertakings. ACR has partnered with Sage Publications over the years to
nurture book-length treatments of consumption issues, recognizing the value of
monographic accounts in a field dominated by journal readers.

While it is difficult to pinpoint the dawn of a new intellectual era – are we truly
in the Seventh Moment of the history of qualitative research (Lincoln and Denzin
2000) and not still the Sixth? Or yet the Eighth? – the theatrical trope demands
the staging of a fourth and final act. Act Four (reintegration or irreparable
schism) is where, I believe, our field currently finds itself. Imagine consumer
research, paused, like a deer in the footlights, poised to begin the next leg of its
journey, with several paths looming ahead. Fifteen years ago, I saw Turner’s
dénouement as an either-or proposition, too close to call. Among the forces of
reintegration at work have been a transmogrified JCR, a more variegated ACR,
and the gradual articulation of a philosophy of inclusiveness by our institutional
leaders. No new professional society has yet arisen to co-opt the energies of post-
modern consumer researchers, (with the possible exception of the Society of
Consumer Psychology), and little institutional outreach to other disciplines has
occurred. Ironically, and tragically, one legacy of the 9/11 terrorist attack against
the United States may prove to be a heightened realization of the role of
consumption as a central agent of cultural stability and change at work in the
world today. Hopefully this realization will lead directly to more enlightened
ways of understanding and tempering the forces of consumption, a normative
challenge the entire discipline may renounce to our collective peril.

The centripetal forces I saw moving our field toward schism have continued
unabated. ‘Alternative’ journals have arisen to accommodate parochial interests.
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Here is just a partial list: the Journal of Consumer Psychology, CMC: Culture,
Markets and Consumption, the Journal of Marketing Theory, the Journal of
Consumer Culture, Qualitative Inquiry, Qualitative Marketing Research,
Consumer Dimensions.

We have seen a rise in the number and frequency of specialist conferences
within the field and around the globe. In an era of reduced academic travel
budgets, this embarrassment of riches will lead to fragmentation, as specialists
are forced to make more efficient choices. As these conferences thrive, the flag-
ship interdisciplinary conference may experience attrition, especially among
older, more seasoned researchers who find less of relevance in their former
haunts.

Outside our discipline (whose motherland has steadfastly remained the
departments of marketing), contiguous fields have embraced consumption with
ever greater fervour. Psychology, sociology, anthropology, cultural studies, polit-
ical science, communications, architecture, literature, film, psychoanalysis,
history, geography and, gods help us, even economics have begun to think
through consumer behaviour. Interest groups within these disciplines increas-
ingly command conference tracks and stand-alone meetings, publish proceedings
and newsletters, and post accounts of their members’ activities from book
writing to reviewing on web sites available for universal consultation. Ironically,
many (if not most) of the consumer researchers outside our field who work in the
area of ‘other stuff’ seem unaware of the existence of the Journal of Consumer
Research, or Advances in Consumer Research. Perversely, some who are aware
(including august presences such as Danny Miller or Colin Campbell) seem
disinclined to import our findings into their own research, or export theirs to
ours. For all intents and purposes, the scholarship of consumer research seems
safely stored in a disciplinary silo, securely segregated from the basic disciplines,
destined to be reinvented rather than discovered and used synergistically.

At the present writing, I tend to read Turner’s dénouement with the post-
modern grain, rejecting his either-or outcome in favour of an and-both scenario.
That is, I believe consumer research will undergo reintegration and schism
simultaneously for the foreseeable future. While key figures and their students
will maintain a publishing and professing presence on their interdisciplinary
flagship home turf, the new freedoms afforded them by both emerging specialist
venues and basic discipline niche development will lure them beyond the
marketing department pale. Further (as I explore later), the defection of post-
modern researchers from the journal article to the book as the preferred mode of
publication will increase the visibility of their ideas to new audiences at the same
time as it alters the criteria of personnel committees. Concurrently, sponsoring
associations of interdisciplinary journals will begin to reassess and realign their
allegiances, creating vehicles more in tune with their memberships’ needs and
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interests. More specialized journals will tempt consumer research ‘insiders’ to
publish beyond the walls of the business school. Finally, organizations like JCR
and ACR will be compelled to mount more vigorous and sustained outreach
efforts with consumer research ‘outsiders’ if the hope to stay at the cutting edge
of inquiry is to be sustained. Over the long haul, I envision both the rise of a
vastly reconfigured multidisciplinary ‘spanning’ association of scholars inter-
ested in consumption broadly construed, as well as the proliferation of specialty
associations devoted to the micro-granularities of consumption rooted in local
perspectives.

In retrospect, it is clear that the postmodern moment in consumer research is
not simply a manifestation of reactance. Our revered elders are still acting out as
outrageously as ever. Juniors are emulating their elders in increasing numbers.
Hopefully, a simple reinquiry of the Consumer Behavior Odyssey will be consid-
ered too trivial an undertaking compared to the launching of an even more
provocative enterprise. (Perhaps a virtual Cyberodyssey? A multi-site explo-
ration of lived experience in Temporary Autonomous Zones? An archaeology
and psychoanalytic interpretation of Russ Belk’s file cabinets?) Nor is the post-
modern moment simply a ritual of rebellion, as the ever widening and deepening
literature assures that the hegemony of economics and psychology has been a
temporal ‘blip’ on the screen. It seems apparent that the postmodern moment has
been the occasion of a revitalization moment. Charisma has been routinized, a
new generation of researchers is pushing the field in interesting new directions,
and the pioneers continue to innovate even as their earlier contributions are being
critiqued by their students.

Perspective Integration Revisited

At the core of my original chapter was a typologized literature review of mate-
rial emanating chiefly from consumer research – space limitations permitted only
a ritual bow in the direction of work outside the discipline (which included
perennial usual suspects Campbell, Miller and Wilk) – that I felt fit the ‘other
stuff’ category. Perhaps the most frequent comment I received about the chapter
had to do with the sheer volume of work going on outside the mainstream of the
discipline. Consumer researchers hadn’t realized just how much depth and
breadth this emerging field had already attained. I grouped this research into
three basic categories: critical, culturological and communicative. With some
internal refinement and elaboration, these categories are still structurally sound
fifteen years later. However, the literature has since burgeoned. The Journal of
Consumer Research now relies for 12 per cent of its content (but, recall, 50 per
cent of its prizewinners) upon postmodern inquiry. Advances in Consumer
Research is perhaps even more dependent.3
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While I will not update the categorization in this chapter, I do think it is useful
to revisit and revise some of the suggestions I made at the time for inquiry into
issues that an integration of the categories revealed as promising. I thought we’d
see more investigation of foundational principles of consumption by now, but the
field’s major tenets still await systematic rethinking. We have, however, seen
exceptional growth in the exploration of extra-economic dimensions of consumer
behaviour. We have made some progress in cross-cultural and historical investi-
gations of consumption, but still have a long way to go before escaping the ethno-
centric and tempocentric perspectives of American departments of marketing.
Discourse-centred and hermeneutic analyses of consumption have flourished over
time. Finally, I think our programmes of directed intervention have benefited
tremendously from the input provided by these ‘other’ perspectives, whether at the
level of consumer packaged goods or of public policy. Managerial marketing
research itself seems to be undergoing something of a qualitative renaissance at
the moment, which I believe contributes to consumers being exploited a little less
inhumanely, and sometimes satisfied in a more prosocial manner.

Going forward, I am hoping to see a few particular issues emerge from my
older categories that will be of special interest to consumer researchers. From a
critical perspective, I think renewed attention must be devoted to global-local
marketplace dynamics, and to the practices of resistance, accommodation and
co-creation consumers adopt in marketplaces around the world. From a culturo-
logical perspective, we need comprehensive, nuanced cross-cultural comparative
explorations of consumer behaviour, and more precise understanding of virtual
marketplaces as experienced by consumers. From a communicative perspective,
we still need to field a cultural poetics of desire and convey our research in a
manner that addresses the challenges posed by the crisis of representation. At
least, I see these imperatives as part of a programmatic package that shapes much
of the work I hope to undertake in my own research.

Bringing ‘Other Stuff’ to Prominence

I was only able to cite two vehicles portending the kinds of change our discipline
might expect to weather back when I drafted the chapter Hal had requested in the
late 1980s. One was Russ Belk’s (1991) Highways and Buyways, and the other
Beth Hirschman’s (1989) Interpretive Consumer Research. The former, a multi-
site team ethnography emerging from a nominally integrated project, the latter a
kitbag of virtuoso exercises demonstrating the range of humanistic inquiry, these
volumes proved to be harbingers of the ‘other’ era. Since their publication, a
number of other correctives to conventional consumer research has emerged.
These correctives have been multifaceted in nature, and bear some consideration
of their own.
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Conferences are convenient vehicles for launching and nurturing research
regimes, for cultivating invisible colleges, and for developing the kind of esprit
that gives an emerging subdiscipline the kind of immediacy and presence it
requires to flourish. Several conferences have stimulated divergent thinking in
our field over the past decade and more. The HCR Conference – Heretical
Consumer Research – has consistently pushed the envelope on topical and (re-)
presentational diversity, adopting the mandate of radical challenge to discipli-
nary convention. The ACR Gender Conference has continued to explore
consumption as it is shaped and reflected by the biocultural forces of masculinity,
femininity and its hybrids. Both the ACR International Conferences (Europe and
Asia-Pacific) and the Marketing and Development Conference have pushed the
discipline to adopt a cross-cultural perspective of consumer behaviour, and have
encouraged the critique of dominant views (typically US-centric) of consump-
tion dynamics. Somewhat more idiosyncratic conferences have bracketed this era
of postmodern expansion. A pair of early conferences on marketing and semi-
otics held in Bloomington and Evanston helped set the agenda for the exploration
of meaning movement in consumption, while Stephen Brown’s Belfast trilogy of
marketing ‘retreats’ has accelerated inquiry into the sacred and utopian dimen-
sions of consumption. While there seems to be no current substitute for place-
based conferencing as a mode of stimulating scholarly communal solidarity, I
expect we can look forward to Internet-based convocations as technology rapidly
improves.

A congeries of programmes and centres has arisen to foster alternative
discourse in recent years. Odense University’s Doctoral Program in Cultural
Dimensions in Marketing, Consumer and Organization Research has trained
flights of younger inquirers in the methods and perspectives of nonpositivist
research. Bilikent University’s Center for Research in Transitional Societies, and
Göteborg’s Center for Consumer Science promise to build on such a tradition.
The University of Utah’s Center for Consumer Culture is creating the nucleus of
such alternative inquiry in the United States. Russ Belk and Rob Kozinets have
just offered the first consumer research videography training under the Center’s
auspices, in preparation for the first ACR film festival, held in October of 2002.
From such programmes and centres may spring the next wave of ‘weird scien-
tists’ or ‘post-Odysseans’ to foment change and challenge complacency among
the neo-orthodox old guard postmodern researchers.

Institutional changes in professional societies and journals have accelerated
the rate of diversification in our discipline as well. To choose just one group, the
Association for Consumer Research has offered several important innovations,
grounded in democratization, empowerment and inclusion. The ACR Doctoral
Consortium has helped initiate young scholars into a heterogeneous research
community of peers. The ACR Round Tables have expanded the opportunities for
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collegial exploration of emerging issues of interest to the discipline. The creation
of an ACR Fellows’ Bookshelf column of recommendations in the Society’s
newsletter is expanding the membership’s grasp of the complexity and dimen-
sionality of the field exponentially. Finally, the making universally available elec-
tronically (at no charge) of the entire body of research published by ACR, will
do more to stimulate the growth and diversification of alternative inquiry than
any of us can yet imagine. On the journal side, the Journal of Consumer
Research has evolved to include reflective essays by seminal thinkers inside and
outside the discipline, which are designed to stimulate ever greater individuation
of the field. Further, JCR has established a practice of re-inquiry into ‘estab-
lished’ knowledge that promises to challenge some of the foundations of the
field, reinvigorating our roots in the bargain.

While space limitations preclude more than a passing nod at the explosion of
publications devoted to the ‘otherwise-ing’ of our discipline, I will single out a
few examples suggestive of the trend. Publishers such as Routledge, Sage and
Berg have created book series centred on consumption issues. University
presses, notably Duke, Minnesota, California and Cambridge, are developing
lists that feature consumer behaviour prominently in their numbers. Perhaps no
single volume has had such impact on the spread of alternative perspectives in
our field than Mike Solomon’s (2001) Consumer Behavior text, the first to incor-
porate a systematic sense of the postmodern moment. The recent entry by
Arnould, Price and Zinkhan (2001), titled, simply, Consumers, builds upon and
extends this legacy. Many of the eminences grises of postmodern consumer
research have begun to release books. The freedom of protracted exploration
afforded by books is ever more attractive to scholars whose subject matter grows
increasingly granular as it proves ever more pervasive. On a final, complemen-
tary note, the circulation of such critical popular periodicals as Adbusters,
StayFree! and The Baffler marks the rise of public intellectuals posing a norma-
tive, grassroots challenge to the culture of consumption, and the dawn of an era
of increased interaction between ivory tower and activist inquirers.

My concluding observations on corrective measures currently at work have to
do with the social organization of the discipline. First of all, the longevity of our
postmodern pioneers has been remarkable. ACR Fellows such as Wells, Levy,
Zaltman, Belk, Holbrook and Hirschman have maintained prolific publishing
presences during the postmodern moment. A tier of nearly as prolific, if not as
exalted, fellow-travellers – Wallendorf, Sherry, Mick, O’Guinn, Arnould, Stern,
Firat and Venkatesh among others – has exhibited similar staying power. Among
the heirs apparent to this old guard are scholars such as Thompson, Holt,
Peñaloza, Fournier and Schouten, whose output threatens to eclipse that of their
elders, as well it might. A fledgling cadre, including scholars such as Kozinets,
Ritson and Grayson is currently flexing its wings. The momentum the post-
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modern moment has generated has been enormous. While many if not most of
these researchers have partnered with colleagues in other schools and depart-
ments, there has gradually arisen a small set of enclaves around the world where
scholars have been able to talk shop and collaborate on projects within their own
walls. This handful of schools – Northwestern, Utah, Arizona, Rutgers, Illinois,
Harvard, Wisconsin, Penn State, Irvine, London Business School, Ulster, Odense
– has become a collective incubator for the postmodern moment. Colleagues and
doctoral students at these institutions have formed cottage industries of sorts, and
benefited greatly from the ability to dwell together within the research process as
it unfolds and meanders. While these enclaves are rare, they are synergistic
hotbeds of intellectual activity.

If I were to envision a new era of ‘othering’, it would be characterized by a few
key features. At the populist level, it would begin with the founding of an annual
doctoral field school, which in essence would be a travelling workshop or
rotating summit. It would meet in different places around the globe, and facili-
tate both the training of students and the collaboration of faculty on projects of
cross-cultural, interdisciplinary scope. At the institutional level, the era would
begin with systematic outreach by ACR to other disciplines already actively
researching consumer behaviour. Alliances and partnerships across these disci-
plines could result, at a minimum, in consortia newsletters and websites, and
ultimately in joint conferences. At the level of scholarly publication, two initia-
tives might be undertaken. First, postmodern researchers could become regular
contributors to the Monographs of the Journal of Consumer Research, while at
the same time lobbying vigorously for the recognition of books in the promotion
and tenure decisions of their schools; lamentably, while the market for book-
length treatments of consumption has expanded rapidly in other disciplines, it is
sorely underdeveloped in our own. Secondly, postmodern researchers might be
persuaded to adopt, if not found, a flagship journal as their publication outlet of
first choice. This journal might resemble a hybrid of CMC or Advances in
Consumer Research, and be modelled along the lines of Journal of Consumer
Psychology or Psychology and Marketing. Perhaps George Ritzer’s and Don
Slater’s Journal of Consumer Culture will fulfil this mandate. Ironically, this
journal has been launched by an outside initiative, an extramural effort abetted
by editorial assistance from a number of ACR members. Should these key
features be realized in the new era, I envision a fissioning of ACR and a defec-
tion of its postmodern membership to a new society, formed along with the
growing confederation of refugee special interest groups from current host disci-
plines.
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Tea Leaf Redux

Recognizing the volatile character of the postmodern moment – indeed it may
have already elapsed (marked, perhaps, by the recent special issue of the
Diamond Harvard Business Review devoted to the subject that was published in
Japan) – I made some projections in that early chapter about the avenues
emerging research might be expected to follow. These were sociopolitical and
disciplinary projections, rather than programmatic prescriptions for particular
regime preferences.4 In reviewing these projections, I realize the research I envi-
sioned has broadened, balanced and balkanized our discipline simultaneously.
Our field has finally begun producing the kind of methodological pluralists
(Sherry 2000) I hoped would lead to the kind of problem-appropriate inquiry that
in turn would lead eventually to a holistic understanding of consumer behaviour.
Ironically, that work is not diffusing effectively across disciplinary boundaries.
Increasingly, I find the sources that inspire me and the audiences I would like to
reach in an orbit frustratingly beyond the one my adopted discipline travels.

Perhaps E Pluribus Plures will be the slogan that captures the day, and the
dream of a unified field will be so acknowledged. This may be the inevitable
legacy of parochial professional societies, if not a business school demesne.
Silos and sectarianism seem to characterize that disciplinary moment suspended
between fusion and fission, evolution and devolution, efflorescence and decline.
In revisiting my earlier projections, I explore the ways our discipline has
morphed, and assess some ways a common focus might be retained in the wake
of consumption’s rise to grace across so many fields of scholarly inquiry.

Approach-avoidance: Marketing

The reverberations of the postmodern moment have produced the most signifi-
cant change in the discipline of marketing since the experimental psychologists
upset the hegemony of the economists. And not only has the academic face of the
field changed profoundly. The era has witnessed a global growth in managerial
research that is decidedly nonpositivist (Sherry and Kozinets 2000). Cultural
critic Thomas Frank (2000), in a contorted exercise in sour grapes and wrist slap-
ping, has lamented the incursion of anthropologists, among others, into the prac-
tice of account planning, while Jerry Zaltman (1997) has patented the ZMET®

projective tasking procedure he has built into a very successful consulting busi-
ness. Local practitioner organizations of social scientists engaged in commercial
consumer research hold regular regional meetings to network and talk shop,
seeking to maintain their intellectual vibrancy as they practise their craft in
formerly nontraditional fields. The adaptive radiation of these ‘other’ or ‘alterna-
tive’ approaches to the commercial sector was inevitable, given both the (insid-
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ious if not immoral) overproduction of academic doctorates and the insatiable
craving of managers for ever new sources of practical insight. The colonization
of the academic discipline has been more of a struggle, but has resulted in some
interesting developments. 

The study of marketized aspects of consumer behaviour has rapidly acceler-
ated over the past fifteen years. Nothing in the marketing mix has escaped the
postmodern purview. Consider just this abbreviated list of topics: branding,
advertising and packaging; pricing, merchandising and atmospherics; decision-
making, satisfaction and involvement; lifestyle, social class and self; intergener-
ational transfer, adoption of innovations and category essence; information
processing, public policy and service encounters; culture, gender and identity;
materialism, socialization and ethnic consumption; technology, mass mediation
and ambivalence; fashion, tourism, and gift-giving. Postmodern researchers have
continued to pioneer new areas of inquiry, beyond original sacred and profane
considerations. Global-local dynamics, cybermarketplace behaviour, consump-
tion subcultures and communities, and methodological innovation comprise a
few of these frontier areas.

So also has the study of consumption as a primary, biobasic activity (not as
merely an epiphenomenon of marketing) accelerated with a vengeance. This
research stream is even more heterogeneous than its parallel cousin. Again, a list
is telling: embodiment (adornment, surgery, body image, abortion, gestation,
death, etc.) heirlooms and inheritances; desire and authenticity; slavery, propa-
ganda, drug-abuse and illiteracy; feminism, authenticity and ambivalence; ritual,
fanaticism and camp; wilderness, homelessness and cosmopolitanism; art,
altruism and time; privacy, place and neighbourhood; disability, weddings and
STDs. The recent resurgence of interest in community beyond the marketplace –
whether positioned as utopia, heterotopia or Temporary Autonomous Zone –
among postmodern consumer researchers suggests that this distinctive avenue of
inquiry still has great growth potential.

Projecting the approach-avoidance trajectory out into the future, I can imagine
the avenues converging in mutual illumination on a nested version of
D’Andrade’s (1984) meaning systems and material flows. The exploration of
material culture under different ideological regimes, as those regimes inexorably
interact in the contemporary world, would be a worthy joint venture.

Triangulation
Predictably enough, multimodal studies have proliferated more rapidly within
research traditions than across them over the past decade and a half. Postmodern
inquiry has combined a number of qualitative methods to produce insight into
consumer behaviour. Depth interviews combined with focus groups seems most
common. The use of life histories with other personal narrative has also been
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popular. Archival and historiographic work have been paired effectively.
Observation has been combined with interview. Participant observation and
interview is an increasingly frequent combination. Ethnography has enjoyed
perhaps the greatest elaboration. While participant observation and (individual
and group) interviewing provide the baseline, ethnographic interpretations of
consumption have also included artefact analysis, photography, videography and
projective tasking. Projectives and interviewing comprise a common pairing.
Autodriving – the use of photographic stimuli as prompts for depth interviews –
has also proven most useful. There has been a fairly gradual trend toward using
either photography or videography as a primary representational mode, with
ethnography providing important complementary contexting. Both introspection
and autoethnography have been incorporated into more conventional ethno-
graphic accounts to interesting effect. Finally, among the most promising new
methodological wrinkles on the triangulation frontier is a technique Kozinets
(2002) has called netnography, which translates to cyberspace many of the prac-
tices ethnographers pursue in physical space. 

While fewer in number, multimodal studies across research traditions have
exhibited particular promise. Researchers have effectively combined experiment
and individual interview, as well as focus group and experiment. Interview and
survey is an increasingly common pairing. Focus groups, survey and phenome-
nological interview have been employed as complements. Statistical context and
critical incident analyses have been jointly performed. Focus groups have been
combined both with surveys and structural equation modelling. More ambitious
studies have combined survey, interview and dyadic analysis. Among the more
intriguing of recent efforts at triangulation are those grounded in and sustained
by ethnography, but which incorporate statistical analysis into the process. For
example, ethnography has been teamed with causal reasoning tasks, network
analysis and cognitive mapping to provide comprehensive, nuanced statistically
rigorous insight into phenomena. More ambitious still are the longitudinal
studies integrating multiple interview and survey vehicles with participant obser-
vation. Perhaps the greatest difficulty encountered in such multimodal research
is not the reconciliation of different philosophies of science so much as the
heroic effort required to recruit experts and coordinate the interdisciplinary
teamwork that the enterprise demands.5

It may well be that the next wave of triangulated research can best be stimu-
lated through a combination of methodological refinement and serial joint
venture. Parsing a project across methods experts in realistic, actionable compo-
nents, supporting those experts with pluralists who are boundary spanners, and
managing the enterprise over its legitimate life cycle could result in a demon-
stration piece that would serve as an exemplar of multimodality. Such a project
might originate most realistically in a proprietary setting, with the sponsoring

– 57 –

Culture, Consumption, and Marketing

02 Elusive Consumption  22/1/04  8:25 pm  Page 57



company gaining real-time access to findings in exchange for the academics’
right to publish those findings for the entire research community. A properly
ambitious relationship might result in the establishment of long term, ethnogra-
pher-friendly consumer panels maintained and mined by doctoral students whose
research would be of proprietary interest, but of theoretical significance beyond
that demanded by managerial relevance. Of course, these large-scale projects
might also be accomplished entirely academically, via consortia of centres,
special-issue journal initiatives, or dedicated conference tracks, provided a dead-
line were enforced.

Outreach and Collaboration
There is no denying the rapid diffusion of inquiry into ‘other stuff’ over the past
decade and a half. In the early 1980s, the fate of some of my own manuscripts in
the review process was diagnostic of the era. In the absence of paradigm-appro-
priate review, I was prepared (somewhat) for ad hominem attacks on method-
ology, but was surprised to learn that reviewers often felt that what I was doing
was not consumer research. (This occasionally included Hal Kassarjian, co-
editor of JCR and eventual commissioner of the chapter on ‘other stuff’.) As I
now speak, the postmodern moment has touched all of the top tier journals in
marketing, as well as those in most of the other tiers as well. The content of that
touching has ranged from the outrageously provocative to the yeomanly pedes-
trian, but the touching is no longer regarded as remarkable. The effort has been
given its due, grudgingly or graciously, and the subdiscipline now pursues both
normal and frontier weird science in the flagship journals of the field. And, as I
noted earlier, a host of new journals has arisen over time to absorb the output of
the moment.

Outside our discipline of consumer research6, the rapid rise of interest in
consumption has been just as remarkable. Consumer behaviour has been
explored in the flagship journals of anthropology, sociology, geography,
psychology and communications, as well in the lower tier journals of those fields.
Eric Arnould has even mounted a fifth-column invasion of the Journal of
Contemporary Ethnography, seeking to diffuse marketing scholarship into
contiguous disciplines under a false-flag strategy of sorts. (My own preferred
Trojan Horse gambit has involved packaging consumer research into books and
exporting them to our bibliocentric cousins. Hopefully both approaches will bear
fruit.) Older established journals in the humanities such as Critical Inquiry and
Representations have incorporated consumption into their purview, while newer
journals such as Angelaki have recognized a consumption mandate from the very
start. 

While books comprise the principal vehicle of research dissemination outside
the field of marketing,7 there has been an increase in other extradisciplinary
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channels as well. Danny Miller’s Morgan Lectures are an especially visible
instance of this growing awareness. Conference tracks at annual meetings in
sociology and anthropology are devoted to consumer behaviour. Satellite associ-
ations such as the Society for Economic Anthropology have devoted entire
conferences to the examination of consumption. Special interest groups within
the major fields are served by outlets such as Don Slater’s website or Dan Cook’s
Consumer, Commodities & Consumption newsletter. As these channels intersect
and as scholars cross pollinate, interpenetrating membership and interlocking
directorates are likely to emerge. 

I believe the most grossly underutilized but potentially greatest catalyst for
multi-and interdisciplinary research into consumer behaviour – a truly
ecumenical source of differentiation and individuation – is the Policy Board of
the Journal of Consumer Research. I also believe the most effective mobilization
and exploitation of that Board in the service of scholarly expansion will be
directed by the publisher rather than by a visionary Board President, horribile
dictu. The possibility of ramping up subscription frequency and spinning off
carefully cultivated specialist journals is immanent in the Board’s design. If each
representative of the twelve sponsoring professional associations were charged
with cultivating his or her home discipline as a farm club, and empowered not
just to prospect for but to develop and recruit talent that would not only reflect
the journal’s sponsoring base but also lay the groundwork for the apotheosis of
consumption in each home discipline, we would experience a golden era, not
merely a moment, of the ‘otherwise’. Convocation, not just publication, would
be stimulated in the bargain.

In lieu of such editorial reconfiguration, outreach and collaboration might best
be facilitated by a biennial congress, a kind of ‘alternative’ exposition of
consumer behaviour, to which all disciplines would send delegates, presenters
and conventioneers. Again, the venue of this congress might rotate, in an effort
to involve as global a constituency as possible. 

Critical Views of Consumption
While the postmodern moment has stimulated a tide of empirical investigation,
its hallmark may well be the normative positioning it has given consumption. The
concepts of moral economy or moral geography have a force that the founding
fathers of consumer behaviour may have lauded but never anticipated when they
launched their venture in the mid 1970s. Consumer researchers have cast an ever
more critical eye on the antecedents and consequences of consumption. Drawing
on sources as varied as Marxism, ecology, critical theory, feminism, situationism,
media studies, liberation theology, queer studies, anarchism, ecofeminism, legal
studies and others, scholars have pursued a critique of consumption that has not
only indicted marketing as the engine of planetary immiseration and degrada-
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tion, but also called (paradoxically? perversely? playfully?) for a marketing solu-
tion to problems marketing has ostensibly created. Out of these studies has
emerged a renewed interest in consumer agency, as issues of false consciousness,
co-creativity, production of consumption, consumer misbehaviour and resistance
are unpacked with ever more precise empirical probing. So also is the interest in
social engineering seeming to revive, as investigation of Utopian pragmatics
accelerates.

I imagine two interesting streams at least will emerge from this critical inquiry.
First, the critique of marketing practice must be accompanied by a revision of
marketing practice. A simple (if rigorous or comprehensive) audit and exposure
of the shortfalls of marketing management (as ideology and practice) is a neces-
sary but insufficient application of the critical perspective. We need to field a
variant of Gramsci’s engaged intellectual (who, if not willing to work harder, will
at least work smarter), committed to translating scholarship into activism.
Whether this activism results in the sublation of the global economy (perhaps a
variant of the humane capitalism the Swedes have striven to perfect), or the
selective disengagement of groups from the system all together (à la the biore-
gionalists, voluntary simplicitarians, gated communitarians or some as yet unde-
clared monastic or hermetic enclaves), it is a vital component of our professing
mission, and one that has been left too long to atrophy. Perhaps Alan Andreasen’s
Institute for Social Marketing, or Joel Cohen’s increasingly aggressive Journal of
Public Policy and Marketing, are steps in this direction.

The second emergent stream is the relentless, holistic, comprehensive and
nuanced empirical investigation of the material conditions of critical countercul-
turalism itself. We require a thorough understanding of the dynamics of resist-
ance, appropriation or whatever other name by which the strategy of consumer
revitalization movement comes to be characterized. The dynamics of populist
prosumption or grassroots conduction need to be examined as they unfold, on the
ground, in households around the world. Whether ephemeral or long lasting,
these instances of wresting autonomy from the system must be understood,
harnessed and directed in the service of enhanced quality of life.

New Presentation Modes
As this chapter goes to press, the crisis of representation has finally breached the
walls of consumer research. While the tyranny of the journal article has not been
deposed, it has been convincingly challenged. As the humanists and artists of our
era become bricoleurs of consumer culture (from current permutations of K-
Mart realism such as William Gibson’s Pattern Recognition, Alex Shakar’s The
Savage Girl and Victor Pelevin’s Homo Zapiens, to the endemic product place-
ment of contemporary cinema and television), and as consumers themselves use
the stuff of their consumer behaviour to produce hybrid art forms (I think imme-
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diately of the sampling ‘mash-ups’ that computer technology assists audiophiles
in creating), scholars have finally started to represent their understanding in vehi-
cles more emotionally and evocatively attuned to authenticity. Once produced
off-the-clock in odd hours and rarely published (perhaps out of fear of the
Cornell West rap CD brouhaha potential of their musings), then nurtured in pres-
idential sessions of ACR conferences, and now published in flagship journals,
poetry has emerged as a viable vessel of consumer research. Introspective,
autoethnographic accounts of consumption experience are finding their way from
book chapters to journals as well. Some consumer researchers may find they
have more in common with Sundance film-makers than with their information-
processing colleagues, as Russ Belk and Rob Kozinets speed the diffusion of
videography through our research community.

As more popular cultural biographies of commodities, brands and corpora-
tions are produced in trade press book format by writers, journalists and inde-
pendent scholars, and as academic researchers outside marketing departments
generate more scholarly books on consumer behaviour, we are seeing more
consumer researchers adopt the book as a vehicle of knowledge dissemination.
These books are being produced primarily by senior scholars beyond the reach
of promotion and tenure committees, rather than by more junior scholars, who,
arguably, might be even more prolific if this option were available to them. I think
for this format to flourish, senior scholars must lobby collectively for the adop-
tion of the book as at least the equivalent of the journal article in the evaluation
of untenured scholars’ productivity. This is especially important for younger
researchers whose methods do not include experiment or quantitative data
analysis.

One of the most intriguing implications of the crisis of representation is that
consumer researchers may be able to reach audiences outside their own narrow
domains of specialization. Conveying our understandings in a way that may
produce enlightened consumption – that we may have a powerful, provocative,
prosocial impact on the lived experience of consumers as they consume – is a
heady prospect, and one that is quite edifying. I think of it as a way to take our
professing to the streets.

Conclusion

If the legacy of the postmodern moment in our discipline was the exaltation of
doubt, the enfranchisement of speculation, and the flourishing of ‘alternative’
perspectives, it is probably reasonable to state that the passing of that moment
has been marked by the routinization of this alterity. Because I assigned dates to
certain watershed moments in my original chapter, recognizing at the time the
somewhat arbitrary nature of dating in such a fluid intellectual environment, I
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feel a certain urgency to repeat the effort here, especially in keeping with what I
believe to be the ritual auspiciousness that this volume embodies. The ‘elusive’
consumption we celebrate in this book is both ‘illusive’ and ‘allusive’, and we are
not so much ‘tracking’ new perspectives as we are ‘releasing’ them, if the hunting
metaphor be preserved. In deference to the editors, who have extended their
ancient tradition of Allemanstratt (Gannon 1994) into our discipline, I imagine
the summit of 2002 that spawned this book as the threshold of our new era, the
suffusion of orthodoxy with otherness, the transformation (not merely the
subversion) of our inquiry into complementary holism, the righteous proper
became the next ordinary. For now. Let’s hope we’ve witnessed the birth of a
discipline we can all recognize simply as ‘consumer research’. And that it will
henceforth be infused with the egalitarian passion the Swedes call jamlikhet
(Gannon 1994).

Notes

1. So many of the pioneers of our field - Bill Wells, Joel Cohen, Sid Levy, Jerry
Zaltman, Jerry Olsen, Jerry Kernan and others - are interdisciplinary rabble-
rousers of the first order, who set into motion changes whose magnitude I’m
sure they never imagined. Subsequent instigators whose activities I nominally
chronicle in this essay hail primarily from US business schools, a parochial
provenance whose circumscription I readily acknowledge. I hope my
colleagues will read through the apparently ethnocentric tenor to the situated
critique I offer.

2. Which didn’t include the rampant rise of alliteration as a persuasive trope, as
championed by postmodern marketing’s belletrist nonpareil, Stephen Brown
(1995).

3. As a proxy measure of this proliferation, the coursepacket for my doctoral
seminar, which is drawn principally from intramural sources and winnowed
for relevance, now weighs in at 24 pounds, or 12 pounds when duplexed to
save trees.

4. For example, my own predilection for such topics as gift-giving, placeways,
embodiment and festival were not advanced as vanguard enterprises, despite
my passion for them and belief that their importance, especially as unpacked
by me, is vastly underrepresented in our journals.

5. For years, my behavioural colleagues at Kellogg and I have nickel-and-dimed
a revisionist study of advertising effectiveness, the sole topic we can each
agree upon as the requisite whipping boy. We have begun with semiotic
analysis of advertisements, initial experimental and survey work, but have
never quite made it to the ethnographic study intended to inform future rounds
of interview, experiment and survey that would lead to new measures of effec-
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tiveness we all could sanction. Alas, more discrete projects have intervened to
distract us, and the track has grown cold. Perhaps a project manager would be
a wise investment!

6. Each time I use a personal pronoun, I hear a mafioso echo, a clanny, insular,
hegemonic reverberation, as if our allegiance to marketing’s cosa nostra
required me to defer to Eric Arnould (a consumer ethnographer in a business
school) as a friend of ours and Rick Wilk (a consumer ethnographer in a
college of liberal arts and sciences) as a friend of mine. This distinction is a
sociopolitical not a personal one. I look forward to an era when we have
tunnelled so extensively between silos that erosion produces a common garner.

7. Again, space constraints preclude a cataloguing of this prodigious output, but
interested researchers can turn to the JCR ‘Reflections’ and ACR News’
‘Fellows’ Bookshelf’ for a running start at the literature. It is a safe bet that the
Annual Reviews series will include surveys of consumption as regular features
among their numbers.
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The Human Consequences 
of Consumer Culture

Russell W. Belk

Fernand Braudel (1967) describes the mass luxuries of the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries in Europe as consisting of chairs, woollen mattresses and feather
beds. Based largely on paintings and post-mortem inventories, he identifies the
typical possessions of the ubiquitous peasants of the day as consisting of a few
pots and pans, a chest, straw to sleep on, a set of clothing and a few tools. There
was no table and a single goblet and trencher (communal plate) likely sufficed
for the household. Pigs or other farm animals might be separated from others in
the house by a screen. But meat was a rarity and bread and porridge were typical
food staples. No one in such a family could read or write. Light came from
candles or oil lamps. And washing and toiletry were done outside with no
running water. Cleanliness was not held in high regard and fashion was limited
to a few hairstyles and sporting a beard or moustache. More than half of all chil-
dren died before reaching age fifteen. Disease was rampant and the fire of the
family hearth was the sole source of heat for warmth and cooking. Thomas
Hobbes’s observation that life was nasty, brutish and short accords well with
Braudel’s reconstructed image of peasant life. 

There were some regional variations to these sparse consumption patterns and
those who were rich lived a more materially varied life with a few years added to
their lives. Nevertheless, Braudel paints a plausible portrait of material life for not
only pre-modern Europe, but most of the world at the time. There remains a
substantial portion of the world’s population today that is materially not much
better off than this. But there is one difference. Today there are very few people
who are not aware that millions of others are living in consumer cultures far
different from the Hobbesian conditions in which they themselves may be
surrounded. Few in today’s world are out of the reach of global media, tourism,
brands and advertising. Thus, even if they are not themselves participants, almost
everyone in the world today is living within an increasingly global consumer
culture. We see, hear and read about an unprecedented culture of abundance in
which others are depicted not so much drowning in an avalanche of unnecessary

– 67 –

02 Elusive Consumption  22/1/04  8:25 pm  Page 67



and burdensome possessions, nor polluting the planet and voraciously devouring
its limited resources, as they are portrayed enjoying a pleasurable feast of luxuries
that could not be imagined even in the dreams of the most privileged in prior
centuries. Cars, computers, cameras, television, travel, theme parks, movies, malls,
McDonalds and much more spills from the cornucopia of consumer culture. 

Admittedly, consumer culture consists of more than just an abundance of
consumer goods. It also involves a personal orientation and a social sanction for
desiring and acquiring these goods. It involves a receptivity to satisfying an
increasing variety of human needs and desires by acquiring commodities and
purchasing experiences. And it involves a social system of status competition
through purchased possessions and services. These too are a part of the mind-sets
and societies in an increasingly large portion of our global population.

The question addressed in this chapter is whether we truly better off for the
arrival of such consumption environments and the behaviours and beliefs they
engender. Are those of us who participate and believe most fully in consumer
culture any happier, healthier and more fulfilled because of it? And what of the
societal consequences of embracing consumer culture? Is the modern subjectivity
of illusory consumer choice beneficial to the society that sustains it? How does
consumer culture affect human relationships? What of those who remain at the
margins of consumer culture, those for whom the department store is a distant
museum of glorious but untouchable objects? Are consumer culture and our
ecosystem pitted in an inherently antagonistic and increasingly critical battle? 

These are obviously impossibly broad questions to attempt to answer on a
global level without the essentialism of reducing a complex world to a few glib
generalizations. What is true for the rural residents of a sub-Saharan African
country may not be true for those who have moved to China’s booming urban
free-trade zones or for indigenous youngsters in the Arctic. But there has been
enough conjecture and study about the effects of consumer culture to examine
some cases and aspects of these questions and to try to come to some tentative
conclusions. This is what I try to do in the present chapter.

Consumer Culture

We must first agree about what constitutes consumer culture. Rassuli and
Hollander (1986) stipulate four conditions necessary for a consumer culture:

1. A substantial portion of a population consume at a level substantially above
subsistence.

2. Exchange dominates self-production of objects of consumption.
3. Consuming is accepted as an appropriate and desirable activity.
4. People judge others and themselves in terms of their consuming lifestyles.
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While these seem to be reasonable criteria, there are two grounds for objecting
to the first criterion. First, in our globalizing consumer culture, economically
developing countries are often bifurcated into haves, who participate fully in
consumer culture, and have-nots, for whom it is mostly an inaccessible dream.
One group lives in a consumer culture and may feel a sense of similarity to those
in other consumer cultures, while the other group does not. Secondly, and
altering the picture for have-nots, there is ample evidence that even those who
cannot participate fully in a consumer culture may sometimes sacrifice ‘necessi-
ties’ in order to acquire the ‘luxuries’ that are a part of consumer culture. This
includes the practice of placing non-functioning television antennas on huts
without electricity, forgoing food in order to afford a refrigerator (which cannot
then be stocked with food), and selling nutritious milk in order to afford to buy
candy for children (Belk 1988b; Ger 1992). This phenomenon has been referred
to as Third World consumer culture (Belk 1988b) or leaping luxuries (Belk
1999). While such people may not fully participate in consumer culture, their
consumption is nevertheless affected by the consumer culture that surrounds
them. As Shrestha (1997) puts it,

The poor are forced into a situation in which they either have to spend what little
money or resources they have on senseless consumer objects rather than basic necessi-
ties in order to deflect total social humiliation or face the prospect of being teased and
laughed at (26). 

When a family forgoes having more children in order to afford more consumer
goods, such practices can be seen as a form of human sacrifice. Contrary to
Abraham Maslow’s (1954) need hierarchy specifying that we seek to satisfy
‘lower order’ bodily needs for sustenance and safety before we pursue ‘higher
order’ needs for love, self-esteem and self-actualization, there are numerous
inversions of this hierarchy, even in the West where it is thought to apply best. 

Peter Stearns (2002) offers a related, but expanded, definition of consumer
culture as:

A society in which many people formulate their goals in life partly through acquiring
goods that they clearly do not need for subsistence or for traditional display. They
become enmeshed in the process of acquisition – shopping – and take some of their
identity from a procession of new items they buy and exhibit (ix).

This definition adds identity formation through visible consumption to the
formulation of Rassuli and Hollander (1986). However, Rassuli and Hollander’s
notion of consumption lifestyle is a broader one than Stearns’s focus on indi-
vidual items, since it envisions ensembles of related goods that Solomon and
Assael (1987) termed consumption constellations. Rarely does a single acquisi-
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tion define a consumer lifestyle. However, Stearns’s definition usefully calls
attention to the process of shopping that is part of the rituals of consumer culture
as well as a source of potential pleasure in itself.

Don Slater (1997) offers a still more expansive definition of consumer culture
as involving:

1. Values, ideas, aspirations and identities based on consumption.
2. Market-based capitalism.
3. Mass consumption and impersonal exchange.
4. Free private consumer choices.
5. Production of unlimited desires.
6. Status and identity based on consumption of unstable signs.

Here the specification that consumer culture is only a product of market-based
capitalism flies in the face of evidence of consumer culture in both pre-capitalist
societies (Belk 1988b) and communist societies (Gronow 1997; Davis 2000).
Moreover, the fourth criterion may be a Western conceit. There is an argument
that consumption in some Asian cultures may sometimes involve being swept up
in consumption ‘fevers’ aimed more at fitting in than standing out (e.g., Hertz
2001). And the fifth criterion indicting marketing and advertising for producing
unlimited desires ignores the more active role of consumers as active co-
producers of desire and active participant in consumer self-seduction (Belk
2001).

Michael Schudson (1984) offers a more explicitly value-laden definition of
consumer culture as,

A society in which human values have been grotesquely distorted so that commodities
become more important than people, or, in an alternative formulation, commodities
become not ends in themselves but overvalued means for acquiring acceptable ends
like love and friendship (16).

Although the notion of grotesquely distorted values has an elitist ring to it, like
the European condemnation of American consumers as lacking the taste and
sophistication of Europeans (Ger and Belk 1999), Schudson usefully raises the
issue of materialism and its potentially negative consequences for the individual
and the society. His view departs from Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton
(1981), who make an opposite argument about materialism. They distinguish the
negative case of terminal materialism involving wanting things for their own
sake, from the positive case of instrumental materialism involving wanting
things for the sake of what they can help us do. In fairness, however, they are
contrasting the existential states of having and doing rather than addressing
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Schudson’s concern with the attempt to buy intangible states of being through
having desirable consumer goods instead of having the goods for their own sake.
Still, while Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton believe we expect goods to
do to little for us, Schudson believes we expect them to do too much.

Although sharing Slater’s bias that consumer culture is strictly a product of
capitalism and Schudson’s concerns with the commoditization of human values,
Livingstone (1998) offers some further aspects of consumer culture in his defi-
nition of the phenomenon:

First, consumer demand becomes the fulcrum of economic growth …
Second, social relations of production can no longer be said to contain or regulate

social relations …
Third, value as such comes increasingly to be determined not by the quantities of

labor time required to produce commodities but by the varieties of subject positions
from which goods can be appreciated …Fourth, with the completion of proletarianiza-
tion under the auspices of corporate management, the commodity form penetrates and
reshapes dimensions of social life hitherto exempt from its logic to the point where
subjectivity itself becomes a commodity to be bought and sold in the market as beauty,
cleanliness, sincerity, even autonomy (415–16).

This neo-Marxist formulation draws our attention to the shift from production to
consumption emphasis among members of a consumer society and to the domi-
nance of exchange value over use value or labour value in such a society.
Livingstone also emphasizes that consumer culture is not restricted to consump-
tion, but is instead intimately tied to production and economic growth. And he
emphasizes the high degree to which production and consumption are interde-
pendent. However, it should be borne in mind that consumer culture is a
consumption phenomenon and not a production phenomenon.

Together these definitions of consumer culture offer a good general under-
standing of what is meant by consumer culture. Even if they are not entirely
compatible with one another, it is clear that they are speaking of the same funda-
mental cultural shift in which consumption becomes a key part of our personal,
social and economic life. Still, there are a few further elements of consumer
culture that are not addressed by these definitions. One feature emphasized by
Campbell (1987) is the role of novelty and fashions in the development of the
unlimited desires highlighted by Slater. This flow of new things provides a large
and continually changing set of things to wish for, with these wishes escalating
into desires when the hope of their realization can be sustained. When desires
become compelling enough we may naturalize them as needs, such that we
‘need’ a chocolate bar or have to have a new coat (Belk, Ger, and Askegaard
2000). At a more societal level, this process results in a shift in our classification
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of objects from luxuries to decencies to necessities. An endless parade of items
has undergone and continues to undergo these classificatory shifts, albeit at
different paces in different cultures. At the same time, with our shrinking globe
there is an aggregate counterpart to need hierarchy-inverting luxuries described
earlier, such that the progression is not necessarily a slow and steady one.

Caveats and Complexities

Before attempting to assess the human consequences of consumer culture, it is
important to recognize that as consumer culture has developed, there have been
a number of concomitant changes that, while they may seem to be inextricably
linked to the development of consumer culture, remain distinct in their impacts.
For instance, industrialization and mass production may bring about the endless
parade of goods needed for consumer culture, as well as provide wage labour
jobs that provide the means for acquiring these goods. But they are not a part of
consumer culture per se. If consumer culture is, as I have argued, a personal and
cultural orientation toward consumption, we must try to separate its effects from
those of industrialization and mass production. Furthermore, consumer culture
remains distinct from economic development, urbanization and globalization,
even though these too have been concomitant changes as consumer culture has
advanced. The same is true of capitalism, colonialism, slavery and neo-colo-
nialism, all of which have also been associated with the rise of consumer culture.
In an effort to demonstrate that these historical developments are not essential for
consumer culture, I turn to a fictional tale from an old comic book.

Tralla La
Even though money and wage labour may seem necessary in order to sustain
consumer culture, they are not. A prescient story by former Disney cartoonist
Carl Barks (1980) illustrates this separation. The 1954 story called ‘The Land of
Tralla La,’ begins when Uncle Scrooge McDuck is besieged by various requests
for his billions of dollars. When an oil baron threatens to nationalize his oil wells
unless he is given a new limousine, Scrooge is driven over the edge and climbs
a tree where he begins chattering like a squirrel. When Donald Duck and his
nephews find Scrooge and take him to a doctor, the doctor gives him some nerve
tonic syrup and tells him he must escape the stresses he is under by finding a
place where there is no money. The doctor tells him that there is rumoured to be
such a place in a fog-enshrouded volcanic valley in the Himalayas. So Uncle
Scrooge recruits Donald, the nephews and a pilot to fly them into the valley. They
find the hidden valley and as they prepare to parachute in, Scrooge has one more
bottle of his nerve tonic medicine. The bottle cap from the medicine, seemingly
innocently, falls out of the plane and precedes them to the Land of Tralla La. 
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This is a utopian land where people raise sheep and rice, and where there is no
money. Greed is absent and friendship is valued most highly. Each person in
Tralla La contributes according to abilities and receives according to needs.
Scrooge is given meaningful work as a brick mason and for a time all appears
blissful. As Scrooge works, a villager finds the bottle cap that has fallen from the
plane. In panels that anticipate Jamie Uys’ film, The Gods Must be Crazy, the
bottle cap becomes an object of awe and wonder. Another villager offers the
farmer who found it three sheep if it can become his. Others, anxious to have the
rare object, offer up to ten years of their rice crops. But the villager who found
the bottle cap declines these offers, telling the others that the pride of having ‘the
only one’ is worth more than food. Meanwhile, Scrooge who is blissfully igno-
rant of these developments, goes to the lake to empty his last five bottles of nerve
tonic medicine, since he no longer needs them and now plans to stay in Tralla La
forever. When a villager finds Scrooge in possession of five bottle caps, he
proclaims that he is the richest duck in Tralla La.

In order to reduce the rampant consumer desire and envy of him precipitated
by the bottle caps, Uncle Scrooge sends Donald and the nephews out of the
valley in order to have a billion bottle caps dropped on the valley. When the first
planeload arrives and showers its cargo on the valley, the villagers dance among
them in the ecstatic belief that they are all rich. However they soon realize that
the bottle caps are worthless because now everyone has them. Furthermore, as
the second planeload of bottle caps rains down it becomes clear that the
bombardment is destroying the rice crops and covering the grass so that the sheep
cannot eat. A serpent has appeared in this Garden of Eden. On threat of losing
their lives, the ducks agree to leave the Land of Tralla La in order to stop any
further planeloads of bottle caps from being dropped. As they are leaving the
valley, the Nephews demand their wages of 30–cents an hour and it is clear that
Uncle Scrooge is heading back to the stresses of a greedy world.

Although there are some Adam Smith-like assumptions about human nature in
this comic book tale, it does outline a plausible scenario under which the key
elements of consumer culture can arise without wage labour, money, slavery,
colonialism, industrialization or mass production. That the fashionable goods
that breed the envy, materialism and desire that characterize consumer culture
have been precipitated by the introduction of a foreign good, is perhaps not all
that different from the situation of many cultures in today’s less economically
developed world, where people are faced with numerous global consumer goods.

Further Provisos
It should also be recognized that adopting consumer culture is neither a dichoto-
mous yes/no choice nor a one-time event. Consumer culture is an ongoing ever-
changing phenomenon. And despite globalization and the co-reflexivity of
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various consumer cultures, what constitutes consumer culture at one time and
place is not identical to what consumer culture means in another time and place. 

Despite humanitarian inclinations to condemn consumer culture on its face,
the phenomenon is neither inherently good nor evil. The intent in the analysis
that follows is to hold such judgments in abeyance in order to consider the conse-
quences of consumer culture more openly and completely. Furthermore, what is
good in one time and place may be bad in another time and place. This is all the
more true because the effects of consumer culture are not evenly distributed nor
equally positive or negative within a given moment and locale. Rich and poor,
young and old, male and female, and other segments within society are all likely
to be differentially impacted by consumer culture.

Finally, we cannot take a unidimensional approach to assessing the impacts of
consumer culture. Its effects are individual, social, cultural, economic, political,
moral and much more. Consumer culture is a way of looking at and seeking to
derive value in the world that has far reaching implications. To attempt to tally
up its effects on a single register is folly.

Effects of Consumer Culture

The necessity for the last proviso can be seen clearly by considering some of the
multiple dimensions on which we might evaluate the impact of consumer culture.
One area of human well-being that may be impacted by certain of the things
desired and acquired within a consumer culture is health. Nearly twenty years
ago Kenneth Boulding (1985) demonstrated that indices of health around the
world tend to rise, along with consumer culture, as income grows to a level that
was then about US$2000 per capita. After that the health indices seem to plateau
or grow very slowly. The growth in health and life expectancy is likely due to
better food, better housing, better sanitation and better access to medicine and
medical care. No doubt this figure would be higher today, but it seems certain
that there is still a finite limit in the ability to buy better health. In the explosion
of consumption that followed the Second World War in the USA, along with cars
and televisions, Americans were most apt to buy such health-related goods as
houses, refrigerators, washing machines and stoves, rather than more personal
luxuries (May 1988). While it may be difficult to imagine today – at least in the
affluent West – such goods were imbued by advertising with a mythical status
that made them the embodiment of luxury, status and happiness (e.g., Strasser
1998). The suburban homes that were a part of this flourishing consumer culture
likely also provided a sense of safety and security that may have contributed to
both physical and psychological health.

A second likely effect of consumer culture is raised by Schudson (1984):
increased materialism. Materialism has been defined as ‘The importance a
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consumer attaches to worldly possessions. At the highest levels of materialism,
such possessions assume a central place in a person’s life and are believed to be
the greatest sources of satisfaction and dissatisfaction in life’ (Belk 1985: 265).
Evidence of the association of materialism and consumer culture is seen in a
study by Ger and Belk (1996) which found that of a dozen countries examined
in the early 1990s, measured materialism levels were highest not only in the
widely acknowledged consumer culture of the United States, but also in the
rapidly changing consumer cultures of Romania, Ukraine, Turkey and reunified
Germany. Materialism has been conceptualized as involving possessiveness,
nongenerosity and envy (Belk 1985), beliefs that having things represents
success, happiness, and a central focus in life (Richins and Dawson 1992), and
aspirations for financial success, social recognition and an appealing appearance
(Kasser and Ryan 1996). Results have consistently shown that despite the mate-
rialistic belief that things bring happiness, materialism is negatively related to
happiness and feelings of well-being (Belk 1985; Kasser and Ryan 1993; Richins
and Dawson 1992).

We might look at the relationship between consumer culture and happiness in
a different way by comparing income gains to feelings of well-being. Myers and
Diener (1996) note that although Americans’ income had doubled since 1957,
their level of happiness actually declined. Richard Easterlin (1973) found that
absolute gains in personal income do not influence feelings of happiness unless
there is also a relative gain relative to the others against whom we may compare
ourselves. According to one argument, having to choose between more alterna-
tive consumer goods is a burden and actually makes us less satisfied (Waldman
1992). Similar arguments have been made about the effect of having more
possessions due to the burden of care and maintenance that owning these things
imposes. Robert Putnam (2000) marshals evidence suggesting that the increasing
physical capital of having things in a consumer culture causes the social capital
of rewarding human relationships to decrease dramatically. That is, as Karl Marx
suggested, the vivification of our relationship with commodities may lead to a
commodification of our relationship with people. These too are reasons that the
costs of consumer culture may outweigh its benefits.

There are, however, arguments that consumer culture can be beneficial.
Schudson (1998) argues that there is a certain ‘dignity and rationality in people’s
desire for material goods’. Possessing useful and beautiful objects may enrich
our lives, Schudson suggests, although making such consumption our sole
purpose in life is surely destructive. The signifiers that stand out in a consumer
culture may also be motivators, as suggested by Wilson (1972):

It is a grand, well-furnished home, well equipped with modern appliances, fine furni-
ture, china and linens, good stylish clothes, an expensive education, manners and
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deportment. These signifiers are also the foci of ambition for the populationas a whole
(226).

For those who would quibble with the hedonism of such pursuits, Marty (1999)
relates a Hasidic tale of the ascetic:

A world-denying Jew heard the call to asceticism. He thought it a part of the command-
ments that he must do without good food, good wine, and the company of good women
and friends in general. He took no place at their festive tables; he heard no good music
and did without great art. All of this he did with an eye onthe promise of paradise for
the renouncer.

He died. He did indeed find himself in paradise. But three days later, they threw him
out because he understood nothing of what was going on (184).

As with posing voluntary simplicity as a lifestyle of sacrifice, such asceticism is
a difficult and largely impossible cause to sell within a consumer culture.

A part of what makes the acquisition of unnecessary consumer goods pleas-
urable may be the extended sense of self that may come from our possessions
(Belk 1988a). We potentially feel bigger, more important, and more efficacious
through our possessions. This can be seen in two accounts of feelings derived
from possessions: the first a nineteenth century parlour organ and the second a
contemporary Porsche automobile.

Buying a prominent object like a parlor organ [in 19th century America] might initiate
a new chapter in a set of lives, not only by providing a new way to use time but also a
new tool to measure time. In later years the object would serve to remind its owners of
the day it first entered their home and of the time that had passed since then. It would
not only structure their present but also their perceptions of their own past. They knew
from experience that purchasing a major object could be a significant and momentous
occasion in itself, a time of heightened positive emotions and feelings of well-being
and importance … a major purchase would transform them in their own eyes and in the
eyes of others. They would become worth more … and acquire greater status. By doing
so they would receive more respect and deference from others which would, in turn,
make them feel better about themselves. Buying a parlor organ would make them
something they were not before. (Ames 1984)

Sometimes I test myself. We have an ancient, battered Peugeot, and I drive it for a
week. It rarely breaks, and it gets great mileage. But when I pull up next to a beautiful
woman, I am still the geek with glasses. Then I get back into the Porsche. It roars and
tugs to get moving. It accelerates even going uphill at 80. It leadeth trashy women …
to make pouting looks at me at stoplights. It makes me feel like a tomcat on the prowl.
Nothing else in my life compares – except driving along Sunset at night … with the
sodium vapor lamps reflecting off the wine-red finish, with the air inside reeking of tan
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glove-leather upholstery and the [stereo] playing … so loud it makes my hair vibrate.
And the girls I will never see again pulling up next to me, giving the car a once-over,
and looking at me as if I were a cool guy, not a worried, overextended 40–year-old
schnook writer. (Stein 1985)

Although we may ask as Fromm (1976) did, ‘If I am what I have and what I have
is lost, who then am I?’ (76), very likely the feelings in these accounts resonate
with most of us. As I have argued elsewhere (Belk 1991), few of us are without
some self-extending, ‘magical,’ treasured possessions such as perfume, jewellery
(a wedding ring perhaps), favourite clothes, favourite foods, transitional objects
(not just a childhood security blankets but the photos in our wallets and purses,
for example), homes, vehicles, pets, various amulets, talismans and good luck
tokens, drugs and medicines, gifts we have received, souvenirs of our travels, art,
relics, antiques, heirlooms and so on. Within global consumer culture, possessing
a minimal set of luxuries may also come to be perceived as necessary for a
feeling of decency. As the former Yugoslavian writer Draculić (1991) poses the
issue:

What is the minimum you must have so you don’t feel humiliated as a woman? It
makes me understand a complaint I heard repeatedly from women in Warsaw,
Budapest, Prague, Sofia, East Berlin: ‘Look at us – we don’t even look like women.
There are no deodorants, no perfumes, sometimes even no soap or toothpaste. There is
no fine underwear, no pantyhose, no nice lingerie. Worst of all, there are no sanitary
napkins.’ What can one say except that it is humiliating (31).

The comparison here, ‘we don’t even look like women’, reinforces the social
nature of consumer culture. Once a culture has become a consumer culture,
former luxuries come to be seen as decencies or even necessities. For a feeling
of dignity in such circumstances, these consumer goods are requisite. In Leach’s
(1993) terms, desire has been democratized. Twitchell (1999) sees consumer
culture as liberating for the majority who participate in such developments.

Douglas (1994) labels this same liberation as narcissism. We might also ques-
tion to what degree the consumption that is the aim of consumer desire has also
been democratized. The gap between the rich and the poor is growing as never
before, not only between North and South, but also within virtually all nations of
the world. Most of Africa and South America have become marginalized by glob-
alization, while China and India are prime examples of the polarization of wealth
within nations with growing consumer cultures. Current WTO, IMF and G8
protests target only the former between-nation gaps. But while millions of
Chinese are becoming rich, millions of Chinese workers are impoverished by the
closing of factories and a declining social welfare system. 
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It is also necessary to consider the toll of the spectacle and waste of a
consumer culture on the physical environment. Our forests, fisheries and finite
fossil fuel resources are diminishing while our emissions produce global
warming, acid rain and polluted air (Taylor and Tilford 2000). Species are dying
out and waste is piling up. The more we succumb to global consumer culture, the
worse these problems become, despite growing concern and efforts to lessen the
damage. The recent rage for fuel-hungry and dangerous ‘sport utility vehicles’ in
the USA is a dramatic evidence that consumer culture trumps the environment.
With attention to our natural environment, we can consider the trade-off we are
making in our consumption between the promise of present pleasures and the
threats of future catastrophe. 

Two Test Cases: Christmas and Collecting

Two practices of consumer culture that may be telling in assessing its effects are
the increasingly global secular celebration of Christmas (Miller 1993), and the
increasingly popular activity of collecting something. Collecting has been called
‘consumption writ large’ (Belk 1995b) because it involves the perpetual pursuit
of luxury goods, usually purchased in the market. And because Christmas cele-
brations have come to involve lavishly decorated homes and buildings, abundant
feasting and the exchange of costly consumer goods, it too can be regarded as the
embodiment of consumer culture.

Christmas is an ambivalent holiday, not only because of the co-presence of its
religious and secular rituals, but also due to the tension between its familial and
material aspects. On one hand it is regarded as a time of peace and goodwill.
Charitable contributions peak at this time of year and increasingly far flung
family come together, at least in the West. In Christmas we celebrate the joys of
childhood, the unity of the family, home, altruism and gifts of love (Carrier
1993). But at the same time, Christmas means a time of family tensions (Löfgren
1993), commercialism, using Santa Claus to elicit children’s material wishes and
teach them to be desirous consumers (Belk 1987), a time of placing heavy
burdens on women to shop for gifts and prepare feasts (Fischer and Arnold
1990), and, generally, a time of eating, drinking and spending to excess. 

We can see these Christmas tensions in Charles Dickens’s 1843 story, A
Christmas Carol (Belk 1993). This tale in commonly interpreted in terms of the
miserly, selfish, joyless, avaricious, workaholic pre-transformation Ebenezer
Scrooge (the model for Scrooge McDuck, whom we encountered earlier) versus
the generous, loving, happy and home-focused Crachit family. But consider the
consumerism message here. The Crachits, though poor and suffering (including
young Tiny Tim who will die without an operation), nevertheless spend funds
they can ill afford on a Christmas goose and plum pudding. Similarly, the post-
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transformation Scrooge starts throwing money around like there was no
tomorrow. He turns from a frugal utilitarian to a free-spending hedonist. Perhaps
Boorstin (1973) and Lévi-Strauss (1963) were not far off in calling Christmas
‘the National Festival of Consumption’ and ‘a giant potlatch’. Within this festival
potlatch, Santa Claus can be seen as the god of materialism and his myth can be
seen as a secular echo of the story of Christ (Belk 1987). So Christmas embodies
both the joys and problems of being a part of a consumer society.

Collecting behaviour can also be seen in two very different lights in terms of
consumer culture. As noted above, it involves the endless pursuit of superfluous
luxuries. Even if the objects were once useful objects like salt and pepper
shakers, when they enter the collection they are no longer used for their original
purpose and become decorative trinkets. What collectors describe as the thrill of
the hunt for collectible objects (Belk 1995b) is little more than an exercise of
acquisitiveness and subsequent possessiveness in an often highly competitive
game of status-seeking and one-upmanship. The spending that collectors engage
in for their collections is often a guilty pleasure, as is the time they spend with
their beloved collectibles rather than with their families. It is little wonder that
family members are often loathe to take on the collection bequest, because it had
been a rival for the collectors’ affections (Belk 1995a). And like obsessive
compulsives, collectors gradually narrow their sphere of satisfactions toward the
point where only fellow collectors and collecting produce pleasure. At the
extreme, the things they collect matter more than the people around them.

But this same narrowing of focus and single-minded pursuit of the collection
can have, for the collector, a romanticism in which they often see themselves as
noble saviours of objects that few others appreciate. They are heroic saviours
pursuing a noble passion, even if the objects collected are humble beer cans,
nutcrackers or ceramic elephant replicas. It is not unusual for collectors to feel
they are sacrificing for a great cause that they vaguely relate to contributing to
art or science (Belk 1998). As such, the objects pursued are precious above price
and ideally no sacrifice of time or money is too great. For many collectors there
is at the same time a nostalgic retreat to the pleasures and objects of childhood,
whether they are comic books, trading cards, toys, or once popular and desired
old automobiles. And rather than succumbing to commercialism and commodi-
fication, collectors often see themselves as resisting the forces of the market
(Belk 1995). The objects that enter their collections are not for investment or
profit as much as enshrinement in a sacred temple or private museum where they
will be honoured in a strictly non-utilitarian fashion. In this respect objects in a
collection parallel objects given and received as gifts. As with collectibles, the
gift is above price (we carefully remove price tags and any evidence of the item’s
commercial origins), we ritually bestow it on others, and we hope the recipient
will keep and treasure it forever. Far from being an exercise in consumerism and
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materialism, for collectors their action is an antidote to the uncaring market with
its cheap loyalties toward possessions that are ultimately disposable.

Conclusion

We seem to have shaken centuries of concern about the debilitating effects of
living a life of luxury (Berry 1994) in favour of a full frontal embrace celebrating
our love affair with luxury (Twitchell 2001). The world seems struck by a luxury
fever (Frank 1999). Traditional modesty in consumption in order to avoid making
others envious has largely been replaced by a desire to make material status
claims and incite the envy of others (Belk 1988b). Concern for others and the
safety of truly social security has increasingly been supplanted by individualism
and feelings of impersonal financial security. We have learned to value things
more than people. William Whyte (1956) once observed that ‘thrift is now un-
American’. Americans were reminded of this in the wake of the September 11
terrorist attacks when we were told to strike back by going shopping (e.g., du Lac
2001; Reich 2001). Not only is thrift un-American, but deficit financing has
become the norm.

The more affluent citizens of the world worry what will happen when there are
a billion cars in China. But the consumption of the Chinese consumer is still only
a fraction of their own. Meanwhile, global tourists flock in search of authenticity
in Third World cultures and in the process they become walking advertisements
for global consumer culture. Our personal sense of identity has been externalized
and made more temporary and tenuous by being vested in our fashionable
branded possessions. We grow fat by consuming more than we can use.

Our children are pampered with possessions that come to be seen as the coin
of caring and love. By age eight children not only understand the symbolism
inherent in children’s products (Belk, Mayer and Driscoll 1984), but for adult
products like houses and cars as well (Belk, Bahn and Mayer 1982). Children can
identify about a dozen local plants and animals, but more than 1000 corporate
logos (Orr 1999). This is true not only in the West. The children of the world are
leading the way in the march of consumer culture, although they have plenty of
adult role models to emulate.

Despite all of this, there is no denying that our lives are better than the non-
consuming peasants described by Braudel at the beginning of this chapter. And
while we show little indication of having reached saturation with consumer
culture, perhaps some of us will some day be sated by our surfeit of things. In
this regard it seems appropriate to recall the narrator of a chapter called ‘The
Dream’ in Julian Barnes’ (1990) A History of the World in 101⁄2 Chapters. He
awakes one morning to find that he is in heaven, fully embodied, and able to have
anything he wishes. He is served his favourite breakfast, which he repeats a
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number of times. He then goes shopping for more delicacies. He plays golf, has
sex and meets famous people. The newspaper was full of good things, including
a championship by his favourite soccer team. He does more shopping, has sex
with famous people, gets his golf score down to 18, eats more fabulous food,
goes on cruises, explores the jungle, paints, falls in love many times, learns
canoeing, mountaineering, and ballooning, tries performing surgery, drinks, does
drugs, has fast cars, wins all the tennis and soccer championships, runs the New
York marathon in 28 minutes, and has every want and whim gratified. And when
he becomes bored with it all he chooses, as have those who preceded him, to
have one last wish gratified: to truly die off so he can cease all this play and
consumption. 

Perhaps one day we too will grow tired of it all and seek an escape from
consumer culture. But with an ever-expanding treasure house of things to want,
it seems we are not likely to call it quits any time soon. 
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Multiculturalism in the New World Order:
Implications for the Study of 

Consumer Behaviour

Lisa Peñaloza

And of course, the ideal form of ideology of this global capitalism is multicultur-
alism, the attitude which, from a kind of empty global position, treats each local
culture the way the colonizer treats colonized people – as ‘natives’ whose mores are
to be carefully studied and ‘respected.’

Slavoj Žižek, ‘Multiculturatism’

Introduction

This paper initiates an inquiry into the complex interfaces between multicultur-
alism, capitalism and democracy. I come to these issues having worked over
fifteen years with Latinos/as in the USA, at first focusing on Mexican immigrant
consumers (Peñaloza 1994), and now exploring their similarities and differences
with Mexican Americans, an ethnic consumer subculture of which I am a part.1

Mexican immigrants, like many other immigrant groups, demonstrate tremen-
dous agency and operate according to strong market logic, as they move from one
nation to another seeking better work as labourers, a better lifestyle as consumers
and, for some, a better opportunity for investment of their capital. Mexican
Americans, like other groups of ethnic consumers who are the descendants of
immigrants and colonized peoples, express tremendous agency as well, in
etching out an identity and community within the country where they were born. 

Together, immigrants and ethnic subcultural consumers are changing the face
of the USA and many other nations all over the world (Stalker 2002), and in their
careful study I am able to bring to the fore key contradictions between capitalism
and democracy. Particularly acute is the movement of people from developing to
developed nations. In this sense, the movement and residence of people from
Mexico into the USA is similar to other consumer diaspora; for example, people
moving from the former colonies in Algeria to the nations of their former colo-
nizers in France, and the immigrant worker settlements of Turks in Germany or
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Denmark. Notably, most attention has been directed to those subcultural groups
comprised predominantly of labourers. Their differences from mainstream
cultural groups in appearance, language, social class, and cultural values and
practices foster conflicts related to housing, schools, social services (Peñaloza
1995) and even mainstream withdrawal from school systems and cities (Lasch
1995).

Yet immigration and colonization account for but part of the multicultural
tensions at issue in the new world order. Ethnic groups comprised of owners of
capital have commanded less attention in the literature, yet they are a major
source of tension in the world today. As these ethnic minorities have come to
dominate their nations’ resources, anti-market and anti-democratic sentiments
and violence are the result as the majority retaliates against the elite minority,
and as the latter often mobilize police to safeguard their privilege (Chua 2003).
Examples include the Chinese in Indonesia or the Philippines; Whites in many
Latin American nations, such as Venezuela and Bolivia, and African nations,
such as Angola or Zimbabwe; and Jews in Russia. 

In dealing with multiculturalism in the global economy, this paper is primarily
concerned with Mexican immigrants and Mexican Americans in the USA, an
ethnic subcultural group comprised predominantly of labourers, although, in
developing implications, I also consider elite minority groups. I begin by
reviewing briefly the literature on consumer socialization, consuming communi-
ties, and market culture in developing the research questions to be addressed
using a combination of historical and ethnographic methods. Findings are
presented as a historical and contemporary mosaic of the Latino/a experience in
the USA, with attention to political and market incorporation. 

Discussion focuses on multiculturizing the study of consumer behaviour. First,
I extend consumer socialization studies beyond comparing differences in the
consumer behaviour of various groups, to focus on their interrelations and how
these cultural relations impact fundamental concepts of consumer behaviour. I
then distinguish between ethnic consumer subcultures and brand communities.
While these two types of consumer groups have characteristics in common, they
differ in ways important in distinguishing the respective challenges of each in
building community. Also important is examining consumption crossovers, i.e.,
the consumption of the artefacts of one culture by members of other cultures, as
these play a role in the maintenance of cultural difference in society. I then recon-
ceptualize the market as a culture in its own right. I arrive at this reconceptual-
ization having questioned the degree to which Mexican immigrants assimilate
market culture versus Anglo culture in the USA. My argument is that market
culture and Anglo culture are combined in research and in the discourses of free
trade currently proliferating the globe, yet only by separating them are we able
to examine the effects of the market on various cultures.
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Finally, implications return to the complex interrelations of multiculturalism,
capitalism and democracy. The global economy is defined by trade within and
between increasingly diverse nation states, hence the importance of under-
standing the social and economic implications of market interactions within and
between borders. People increasingly express their free choice to live and work
where they want and express who they are. Among its advocates, globalization is
promoted as better for everyone, yet its manifestations may be seen to challenge
ideals of the nation-state and market. 

Regarding US-Mexican relations, it is ironic that officials in the USA have
built a wall separating the USA from Mexico in the aftermath of what many
proclaimed to be the ‘triumph of capitalism’ in bringing down the Berlin wall.
For those groups large enough and with enough spending power, like Latinos/as,
the market responds with specially tailored marketing campaigns. This special-
ized target marketing reflects and informs the group members’ sense of them-
selves and what they stand for. Yet such target marketing can inflame intergroup
tensions by violating the traditional position of the mainstream at the centre of
culture, and in doing so, challenging modernist national hopes and dreams for
unity. 

At the core of the discussion is an examination of the ways multicultural rela-
tions may be seen to put to the test economic ideals of free markets and political
ideals of democratic participation. These dynamics are visible in comparisons of
the intersections of market hierarchies with social hierarchies, and of market
enfranchisement with more traditional political enfranchisement. As we shall
see, market hierarchies will sometimes converge with social hierarchies, while at
other times, they work against each other. When they work together, the resulting
market enfranchisement renders minority groups visible, yet reinforces the priv-
ileges of some over others, hence conflicting with the tenets of traditional polit-
ical enfranchisement. In contrast, their disjunction and the resulting blurring of
these hierarchies will be seen to move society towards democratic ideals of
equality. 

Multiculturalism in the Marketplace

Market multiculturalism is defined as the array of cultures within a nation, with
an emphasis on relations between various cultural groups as they impact
consumer behaviour and market practice and structure. This paper touches on
ethnic, racial, national, social class and lifestyle cultural difference in the USA.
Yet these dimensions are not exhaustive. Other cultural differences that impact
consumer behaviour and marketing include age, life-cycle stage, religion, and
gender and sexuality (Peñaloza 1996). 

Theorists have noted that specialized market targeting efforts reflect and
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reproduce the paradox of greater cultural homogeneity and heterogeneity across
the globe (Inda and Rosaldo 2002; Costa and Bamossey 1995). Homogeneity is
found in similar consumption patterns across nations of the world and a blurring
of styles across cultural groups; heterogeneity is recognized in the presence of
distinct cultural consumption patterns within and across nations. 

Scholars accounting for the simultaneous presence of similarities and differ-
ences in markets feature such factors as increasing mobility, technological
advances, the increasing centrality of consumption in social life, and the stepped
up marketing efforts of corporations targeting specialized groups of consumers
with increasingly specialized, diverse media (Firat and Venkatesh 1995). The
increasing prevalence of cultural differences in the marketplace raises many
questions for consumer behaviour scholars. Bodies of literature useful in
exploring these differences with attention to larger community issues impacting
multicultural societies include consumer socialization, consumption communi-
ties and market culture.

Consumer Socialization

Consumer socialization is a foundational topic in the field of consumer behav-
iour, as it seeks to understand the processes by which people become consumers
(Moschis 1987). In a comprehensive review of the studies, Roedder John (1999)
noted a range of topics including acquisition of consumption symbolism and its
use in negotiating identity and social relations with parents and peers; knowledge
and attitude formation regarding products, brands and shopping; and decision-
making heuristics. 

Regarding cultural differences, the first generation of work compared various
cultural groups. As examples, when compared to Whites, Latinos/as were noted
to be more family oriented and more brand loyal (Strategy Research Corporation
1991), and to prefer Spanish language media (O’Guinn and Meyer 1984). While
useful in documenting differences in consumption behaviours, this work has
tended to reproduce the very distinctions it purports to measure in maintaining
mainstream cultural dominance, as the result of a disturbing tendency to view
minority cultures according to the standards of the mainstream (Venkatesh 1995).

In multiculturizing this work, I seek to go beyond measuring differences
between the groups to focus on the significance of group interrelations in the
marketplace. Thus, the market is recast as the terrain upon which cultural rela-
tions are negotiated, and research attention is directed at how these differences
are employed by consumers and marketers. For consumers inhabiting a multi-
cultural social domain, the abilities to know codes of more than one group, and
use them in communicating with, and distinguishing themselves from, members
of other cultural groups are highlighted.
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Consumption Communities
This second body of work focuses on the social formations consumers make
around product usage and meanings. For example, Muniz and O’Guinn (2001)
used the term ‘brand community’ to describe Saab car owners and Apple
computer users, in yet another indication of the increasing expression of human
agency and subjectivity in the market. Examining the structure and activities of
communities of Salomon snowboarders, Cova (2003) emphasized their shared
passion, positioning apart from the mainstream, and loose and volatile organiza-
tional form.

These studies provide a valuable contrast for the present study of Latino/a
consumers, as this latter group is exemplary of social groups that unite around
the social categories of race, ethnicity or gender. My questions relate to the
bonds these groups of consumers make around consumption, and how they relate
their consumption and that of members of other groups to the development of the
communities in which they live.

Markets, Cultures, Communities
The third body of work I draw from is cultural studies in marketing.2 Culture
appears most often in the discipline of marketing as a characteristic of
consumers, such that research is sanctioned to assist marketers in targeting them,
as intimated in the opening quote. In bridging this work with the previously
mentioned literature, I put forward a view of the market as a culture (Hefner
1998) to understand better its impact on the Latino/a community. Specifically, I
reconceptualize the market as a distinct semi-autonomous sphere of discourses
and practices that overlaps and disjoins various cultural groups in various ways.
Further, in viewing the market as a culture I direct attention to its organizational
forms, as well as its practices, agents and values.

Market cultures are characterized by a shared subjectivity, group interactions,
a loose organizational structure and a complex positioning vis-à-vis the social
hierarchy. Historically, the bourgeoisie has occupied a foundational position in
market culture. Historians have amended earlier views of the French and the
American Revolutions to grasp better the convergence of market liberty and
personal freedom animating the formation of bourgeois subjectivity (Lefebvre
1971; Wood 1991). Historians lay an important part of the foundation for the
formation of subjectivity at the heart of market culture that continues to the
present. 

Yet further work is needed to get to the intersection of markets and cultures
impacting ethnic minority communities. While not explicitly referring to them as
separate cultures, scholars have demonstrated that markets have their own
prerogatives, practices and values (Weber 1958; Marx 1906; Costa and
Bamossey 1995), through which they impact cultures of consumers at a number
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of levels: globally, that of the nation-state, region and city. Markets are semi-
autonomous from national culture, in the sense that market customs stem from
particular socio-historical trajectories, but are informed by the economic logic of
multinational companies (Callon 1998; Slater and Tonkiss 2001). This is evident
in the marked contradictions between the market and religious (Weber 1958) and
political institutions (de Tocqueville 1832), and small town and agrarian commu-
nities (Bell 1976; Peñaloza 2001). Yet while culture most typically is opera-
tionalized at the level of the nation, it is experienced most directly by consumers
at the level of the city, and for this reason I pay particular attention to this level
of analysis in this research.

Consumption Politics within the Multicultural Marketplace
The first point to glean from the previous discussion is that notions of identity
and community are profoundly relational, in the sense that each is defined in
terms of other groups (San Juan, Jr. 2002). Regarding Latinos/as in the USA, of
interest is their socio-demographic profile in relation to that of the White US
mainstream and in relation to the market. Latinos/as are the majority of the popu-
lation in the cities studied; one third of the population of the states of California
and Texas; and 12 per cent of the USA population. How Latinos/as are repre-
sented in business, how they relate to other cultural groups and to the market, and
how they behave as consumers are all important research questions in themselves
and in relation to the vitality of their community.

Second, patterns of wealth distribution impact the respective vitality of
cultural groups over time. Drawing from early work by W.E.B. DuBois and
Booker T. Washington, Malcolm X (1971) urged African Americans to invest
their money and activities in their community to develop it. He was responding
to the outflow of dollars from Black consumers to White merchants, which he
sought to redirect to Black businesses, neighbourhoods, schools and other social
organizations.

Then and now, cultural dimensions of markets are much more difficult to
comprehend than the above call for separation implies. Notably, in the days of
segregation, laws enforced racial divisions with economic ones. In this sense,
Jim Crow laws preventing Black and Latino/a consumers from frequenting
White businesses may be seen as the mechanics by which Whites limited
severely the economic development of minorities. The result of this segregation
was uneven, as many Black businesses and institutions of higher learning thrived,
while countless individuals were limited restricted access to employment. In
response to the latter, not the former, Black, Latino/a and White Civil Rights
activists fought for access to mainstream White-owned establishments as
labourers and consumers. Such access would disrupt the enforcement of
racial/ethnic hierarchies by economic ones.
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Of particular interest in this paper, then, are relations between social hierar-
chies composed of race/ethnicity and gender, and market hierarchies composed
of capital versus labour classes. As we will see, at times the two hierarchies
collapse into one in reinforcing each other; yet they can also work in opposite
ways, blurring the boundaries between the subgroups and breaking down
embedded power relations between them. 

In the USA the minority of people who have the majority of the nation’s wealth
are White, the same race as the majority of population. Thus, classism and racism
come to the fore in constituting and maintaining the market dominance of upper
and middle class Whites over working class Whites and other ethnic/racial
groups of Latinos/as and Blacks. For Whites, issues of class are most relevant;
for Latinos/as and Blacks, ethnic and racial distinctions conflate with class. Yet,
as Lipsitz (2001) notes, Whiteness is fraught with problems in the maintenance
of its power amidst a larger national discourse of equality and merit. He
describes a complex web of institutional and interpersonal discourses and prac-
tices that convey and support the normalcy of Whiteness, and in doing so, consti-
tute its power. Paradoxically, many of the laws and institutions supporting the
group in power do so by directing attention to the margins, such as the above
example of Jim Crow laws which leave the position of the mainstream invisible,
even as they constitute its privilege.

Investigating the interweavings of market and social dynamics in the USA is
challenging. Yet while these two social domains overlap, reproducing their
convergence compromises our ability to understand the effects of the market on
subcultural groups, Latino/a as well as Anglo. The institutional and social
discourses and practices that Lipsitz points out are likely to play out in consump-
tion behaviours and market practices as well. For example, product and service
symbolism is an important means of validating identity and community. Such
symbolic consumption behaviours may be influenced by the politics of invisi-
bility, such that products and services not specifically coded as ‘other’ – Latino/a
or Black become White by default.3

At first glance, it seems multiculturalism is celebrated in the marketplace.
People of colour are increasingly common in the media and in advertising, espe-
cially in specialist media targeting them. Even so, socio-economic indicators for
Latinos/as and Blacks remain dramatically below those of Whites. The increased
market visibility raises the final question to be addressed in this research, namely,
how market enfranchisement, i.e., the rights and benefits markets afford,
compares to more traditional political rights. While this may appear to be a
strange comparison, I suggest that market legitimacy is an increasingly impor-
tant form of social validation in capitalist societies, and as such, examining these
market dynamics in relation to political dynamics is useful in appreciating the
strengths and limitations of each domain.
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Market beliefs in economic liberty and meritocracy have evolved in tandem
with the democratic ideals of equal opportunity and participation. Yet, at times
they are diametrically opposed. Democracy is inherently inclusive, egalitarian
and founded on the principle of personal liberty and brother- and sisterhood,
while capitalism is inherently hierarchically organized on the basis of distinc-
tions of capital, labour, socio-economic power, and endowment (Peñaloza 1995:
92). Further, democratic institutions favor the universal rights of the individual
(Taylor 1992), while marketing institutions appear to have less problem with
using the cultural group as segmentation target of marketing and advertising
efforts. Perhaps this is because the role of business in social formation is consid-
ered more fair and less manipulated by particular interests than government, as
illustrated in the popular adage that the dollar is colour-blind. At any rate, group
versus individual concerns and the beliefs of freedom and merit vis-à-vis the
practices of social distinction are important in understanding the nature of the
challenges multicultural societies pose to capitalism and democracy. 

Methods

This paper draws from historical work on Latinos/as in the USA, previously
published ethnographic work with Mexican immigrant consumers in Pueblo,
California (Peñaloza 1994) and the multicultural marketers who do business with
them (Peñaloza and Gilly 1999), and a current ethnographic study of Mexican
American consumers and business people in Mission, Texas.4 Historical work
traces Latinos/as in the continental USA through subsequent periods of colo-
nization, segregation and assimilation, and resistance and cultural assertion, to
the present political and economic incorporation. This historical account
provides a useful backdrop for understanding contemporary Latinos/as.

The previously published work with Mexican immigrants was conducted over
an eight-year period, from 1989 to 1997. The 1994 paper focused on the
consumer adaptation processes of sixteen immigrant families from Mexico
living in Southern California, noting how they maintained Mexican customs in
the USA, assimilated aspects of the US way of life, resisted both US and
Mexican cultures, and lived in fairly segregated neighbourhoods consisting
primarily of other Latinos/as. The 1999 paper documented how retailers learn to
do business with another culture, in familiarizing immigrants with US market
artefacts and customs, brokering Mexican products in their stores, and incorpo-
rating a mix of US and Mexican market customs. 

The current study in South Texas, carried out from 1999 to present, explores
whether Mexican Americans, those like myself, born in the USA of Mexican
descent, are still crossing borders. By this I mean, are Mexican Americans still
maintaining Mexican culture, still fostering Mexican customs in the market-
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place, and still living somewhat apart from the Anglo mainstream? As before, I
interview and interact with a range of people who vary by age, social class,
gender, life-cycle stage and language abilities. However, number of generations
in the USA becomes a key issue. Questions relate to family background,
consumption experience, influential agents and institutions, cultural identity,
social relations, understandings of market popularity, market/non-market loca-
tions of culture and community formation.

As appropriate to qualitative data, interpretative analyses are carried out
consisting of data coding and pattern analysis in deriving categories and themes.
Particular attention is directed to relations between data units, patterns, and
themes; and to triangulating the analysis across types of data, and examining
counter examples and outliers. Also critical is situating these data within their
socio-historical contexts. 

Historiographic Account: Still Crossing Borders

From Mexican to Mexican American, Chicano/a, and Latino/a
In January 2003 Latinos/as became the nation’s largest minority in the USA,
numbering approximately 38 million persons (Armas 2003). Recently this
subculture has garnered attention for its tremendous market growth and future
potential, yet this has not always been the case. For each of the following histor-
ical periods I identify critical incidents and discuss their role in contemporary
identity and community formation. Note the changing use of terms over time
from Mexican and Mexican American, to Chicano and its feminine counterpart
Chicana, to Hispanic, and most recently to Latina and its male counterpart
Latino.

Spanish Colonization to Mexican Independence to US Conquest
Foundational parts of Mexican American culture today are language and customs
dating to the Spanish colonization of Native Americans in the early sixteenth
century. Mexican rule was short-lived, dating from the Mexican Revolution for
independence from Spain in 1810 to the 1948 signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe
Hidalgo ceding the territory to the USA (Montejano 1987). However, this short
time duration contrasts with the strong impact of this period in the consciousness
of many Mexican Americans today, which is likely due to the strong agency of
people in gaining their independence.

The period from the 1830 to 1860 was characterized by violence and a
dramatic change in land ownership, from roughly two-thirds Mexican ownership
to two-thirds Anglo ownership. A common lament among Mexicans at the time
was that there was not a Texas Ranger without Mexican blood on his boots
(Acuña 1988). As notable as the violence is the legacy of land theft for many
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Mexicans and Mexican Americans (Acuña 1988). For them, the taking of the
Southwest by the USA resonates with meanings vastly different from the
freedom and democratic triumph celebrated in US accounts.

To this day many older Mexican Americans refer to themselves as
Mexicanos/as (Mexicans). For them, the use of this term reflects the customs of
their formative years, as Anglos and Latinos made little distinction between those
born ‘on this side’ or ‘on that side’ (of the Mexican-US border). Mexican immi-
grants continue to use this term as well, expressing their primary identity with
their nation of birth (Peñaloza 1994).

Segregation and Assimilation characterized the 1940s to the early 1960s. The
term Mexican American comes into use at this time, reflecting a budding
consciousness of cultural duality. The GI Forum (literally Government Issue, a
term used in reference to soldiers), a prominent Mexican American organization,
came of age in response to the refusal of an Anglo funeral home director to bury
the bodies of Mexican American troops killed overseas (Montejano 1987).
Mexican Americans who fought in The First World War and the Korean Conflict
reasoned that if they were good enough to fight and die for their country, they
were good enough to receive its full benefits.

A second group, the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) was
also founded at this time. This group consisted primarily of upper and upper-
middle class Mexican Americans, and was social and service in orientation,
although members also engaged in some political activity. Informant Hope
Casanova recalls riding with others in a bus to the ‘whites only’ swimming pool
in an area just north of Mission. Segregation was the order of the day. Informant
Sister Helena recalls not being served ice cream on her ninth birthday. The shop-
keeper took her and her mother outside where a sign on the door posted the
words, ‘No Dogs, No Mexicans and No Niggers’. While chicano/a activists
would later blast LULAC and the GI Forum for being too conservative, they were
perhaps less sensitive to the violence and separationist practices experienced by
this early cohort.

Resistance and Cultural Assertion marked the mid 1960s to the late 1970s. A
major thrust of El Movimiento (the Civil Rights movement for Latinos/as) was
to reverse over a century of violence and discrimination (Acuña 1988;
Montejano 1987). Prominent leaders included Corky Gonzales, Jose Angel
Gutierrez, Reies Lopez Tijerina, César Chavez and Dolores Huerta. Activists
coined the word Chicano at this time, mobilizing an ethnic movement primarily
organized around labour and a working-class identity that transformed into La
Raza Unida (The United Race) political party, and a student group, Movimiento
Estudiantil Chicanos de Atzlan (MECHA), which still operates on many college
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campuses. Inside the movement, feminists asserted their position in the commu-
nity as Chicanas. Notably, many of the demonstrations were held at consumption
venues: lunch counters, city buses, retail stores and educational institutions. The
Civil Rights legislation of 1965 is a response to these calls for democratic
enfranchisement and inclusion, and resulted in marked gains in tolerance and
acceptance, although the laws were enforced unevenly. 

Political and Market Incorporation characterizes the period from 1980 to the
present. The first official tabulation of Hispanics was conducted by the US
Census Bureau in 1980.5 This term remains in use among highly assimilated
Mexican Americans and other Latinos/as, and by others as deemed appropriate
in White social contexts.

The discovery of the Latino/a market begins roughly five years later.
Dramatic population growth and a strong identity and community bolstered by
years of civil rights gains for Latinos/as, in contrast to stagnant growth rates
and intense competition for the mainstream Anglo market convince major
firms to tap into this ‘sleeping giant’. The irony of their discovery does not go
unnoticed by movement activists, who remain oriented towards labour, and
sceptical of what big business attention would do for the community, even as
small businesses continue to be a vital part of Mexican and Mexican American
community. 

Today the term, Latino/a, has many connotations, some more and some less
political, and is favoured by subsequent generations who do not identify with
their parents’ home countries. Latinos/as are increasingly visible in the USA, in
what could be called the mainstreaming of the culture that consists of a more
widespread geographic presence that has extended to suburban areas and small
towns from urban areas, and media representations that consist predominantly of
celebrities and an emerging middle class. Yet despite two decades of market
attention, the socio-economic status of most Latinos/as in Mission has remained
stagnant or actually lost ground. Gaps persist such that Anglos earn roughly 50
per cent more than Latinos/as here. It is a tale of dos gente Latina (two Latin
people), the working classes and an emerging huppie class (Hispanic upwardly
mobile professionals).

Still Crossing Borders
Mexican Americans differ from Mexican immigrants; they are born in the United
States, and as US citizens are entitled to all rights and privileges thereof. That
said, more subtle similarities and differences unfold between them. Like
Mexican immigrants, Mexican Americans are at once inside and outside US
culture, as they produce Mexican culture at home, in their neighbourhoods, at
school, at leisure and in the market. 

– 97 –

Multiculturalism in the New World Order

02 Elusive Consumption  22/1/04  8:25 pm  Page 97



Generational differences in language and socio-economic differences distin-
guish family members, as does residence in the working-class barrios (Latino/a
neighbourhoods) in the West and South as compared to the middle-class North
side. A smaller, counter trend is notable, as some middle-class Chicanos are
returning to the barrios. Further, language differences noted previously between
immigrant parents from Mexico and their children, such that the latter carry out
prominent roles in the market, in using their English skills to translate for their
parents and act in their behalf (Peñaloza 1994), are less common in the current
study, as these subsequent generations of Mexican Americans speak English.6

Even so, observational data reveals a marked change in the marketplace, such
that Spanish language is now prominently spoken by store personnel and is
readily apparent in advertisements in the media and on billboards, as firms cater
to the Spanish-speaking segment of the Latino/a market, which is continually
invigorated by immigrants from Mexico, as well as Central or South American
countries. 

Thus, crossing borders continues for subsequent generations of Mexican
Americans, as they negotiate relations with friends, shopkeepers, teachers and at
church. While permeable, these cultural boundaries continue to be manifest
between Latinos/as and Anglos in language and other cultural and market prac-
tices. Ironically, each group, Latinos/as and the Anglo mainstream, is becoming
at once more like the other. Two-thirds of all Mexican Americans claim families
dating several generations in the USA, so for them life in the USA comes easily.
‘It’s all we’ve known,’ they say, alternately taking for granted and aware of the
bicultural skills they employ. Those more political are quick to note that ‘The
border crossed us,’ noting mainstream adaptation to them and keeping alive the
cultural memory that this US territory was once Mexico. 

Significantly, many Mexican Americans/Chicanos/as say they most experience
their culture at home and in their neighbourhoods, in foods, music and holiday
celebrations. For some, this is a conscious activity, done as much for the pleasure
as the politics. In contrast, many Mexicans who have moved up socio-economi-
cally and out of the barrio, experience their culture in marketplaces like El
Mercado, a four block area of Mexican restaurants, stands and shops selling
items imported from Mexico, and The River Walk, a tree-lined canal of bars,
restaurants, hotels and specialist shops, or to local Mexican American organiza-
tions like the Guadalupe Center or Esperanza.

Finally, the mainstream market is changing as well, as Anglos assimilate
Mexican American culture. This is harder to see, partly due to a national ideology
that looks in the opposite direction for change and recoils from alarming senti-
ments of what Rodriguez (2002) calls the ‘Browning’ of America. Today Anglos
eat more Mexican food, and play more Mexican music or the hybrid, Tex-Mex
than do Latinos/as in the USA! They are adopting elements of our language and

– 98 –

Lisa Peñaloza

02 Elusive Consumption  22/1/04  8:25 pm  Page 98



cultural ways, like amistad (friendliness), valores de familia (family values),
closer social proximics, and a looser time orientation focused on social relations
and activities in the present. Moreover, Anglo residents of the city of Mission and
tourists from all over the country are the majority of consumers at El Mercado
and The River Walk on any given day. Here they consume a very different form
of Latino/a culture than that produced in the barrios by Mexican Americans, with
most of the proceeds going to the owners of the establishments, although some
tax revenues are distributed to Latino/a organizations through city institutions.

Discussion and Implications 

But what is the different/other if not the dominated? To constitute a difference and to
control it is an act of power, since it is essentially a normative act. Everybody tries to
show the other as different. But not everybody succeeds in doing so. One has to be
socially dominant to succeed in it.’

Faugeron and Robert, ‘La justice et son public’

The impacts of multiculturalism in the marketplace are global, cutting across
consumer behaviour, employment, public policy, media and social relations.
Over time, with continued immigration and subsequent generations of ethnic
group members, long-term trends are changing formerly homogeneous countries
into heterogeneous ones, and making those that were heterogeneous, even more
so. Important in recovering the elusive nature of consumption is sidestepping our
discipline’s fixation on cultural universals to redirect attention to the wide range
of lived social groupings of consumers and how these groups interact within the
marketplace.

From Consumer Socialization to Acculturation 
In these data, Mexican Americans and Mexican immigrants display a type of
consumption literacy that goes beyond economic knowledge and psychological
activities to encompass knowledge of their own and other cultural groups.
Consumers’ expressions of Latino/a identity take place in and outside the
marketplace, and are impacted by internal dynamics in relating to the social
group(s) to which they belong and do not belong, and by external dynamics
regarding relationships between the various cultural groups. Further, increas-
ingly crucial in navigating multiple cultures and identities in the market is under-
standing knowledge of relations of power between cultural groups so as to be
able to maintain their own amidst social constraints. Language for Latinos/as in
the USA is a good example. After roughly a century of forced English assimila-
tion, Latinos/as gained some cultural power in the form of Spanish language
programmes in the schools. However, bilingual programmes are under attack
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today, and their loss portends a dangerous cultural barrier potentially limiting the
future development of Latino/a children in the USA who only speak Spanish.7

Distinguishing Consuming Communities from Communities that
Consume 
I use the term ‘communities that consume’ for Latinos/as to differentiate this
work from previous work on brand communities (Muniz and O’Guinn 2001),
consumer subcultures (Schouten and MacAlexander 1995) and consuming tribes
(Cova and Cova 2002) in terms of the relative importance of consumption to
identity and community, and location vis-à-vis the market and other cultural
groups.

Significantly, I locate Latinos/as’ primary agency in community identity, and
not in consumption. Although consumption plays a significant role in community
development, the latter is not reducible to the former. Many Latinos/as develop
their community in various sites outside the market, as in the case of those least
acculturated and most political who experience their culture most at home and in
the neighbourhoods. When they employ products acquired in the market, they
use these items not as ends in themselves, but as the means towards their own
individual and community ends. Even those more acculturated Latinos/as who
have moved away from the barrios and experience their culture primarily in the
marketplace, maintain a cultural identity that exceeds the market.

Yet, while Latinos/as’ identity stems from their ethnicity and colour, it is
important to note that it is not determined by these characteristics any more than
product ownership determines brand community involvement. This is evident in
the range of expressions of identity and community displayed by informants that
mirrors the range of expressions of community emanating from the larger subset
of product owners. Thus, interaction in the two types of communities varies,
from ‘professional’, very active Latinos and Latinas, to those less intensely
involved in the communities; and very active to casual users of products and
services, and their meanings.

Further, since their identity is located primarily outside consumption, commu-
nities that consume may be more autonomous than brand communities,
consumer subcultures, and consumer tribes, although this is partly the result of
their wilful separation from others and others’ policies of segregating them. Both
communities that consume and brand communities retain some autonomy from
the market, and should not be reduced to it, even as they are implicated in it, in
needing to work and consume, not only to live, but also because these are
increasingly the terrain of identity and community.

Consumption Crossovers
As previously discussed, community development happens as the result of the
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consumption activities of cultural members and non-members. Market transac-
tions that entail the consumption of the artefacts of one culture by members of
another culture are referred to as consumption crossovers. Anglos consume
Latino/a culture in Mission in many ways, as noted in their consumer behaviours
at El Mercado and The River Walk. Upon initial examination, these cross-overs
appear as benevolent as they are widespread. After all, in capitalist society, what
could be more profitable than to have your culture consumed by another? Yet
further analysis reveals mixed impacts on the local Latino/a community, as a
function of who owns elements of the culture and how or whether these elements
are brought into the marketplace.

While it is likely that not all Anglos consuming Latino/a cultural elements do
so with the specific intention of validating this group, I argue that these
consumption crossovers have profound reality effects. Whether intended or not,
consuming artefacts identified with particular cultural groups functions to vali-
date them, as tempered by the degree to which the validations are contested.
Thus, the significance of consumption crossovers in community development is
best understood with these dynamics in mind.

Ultimately crossovers are unavoidable in the global economy, as products are
increasingly manufactured and assembled away from the nation in which they are
consumed due to dramatic differences in labour rates in developing as compared
to developed nations. In making sense of them I emphasize consumers’ attribu-
tions of cultural association over geographical site of production. Consumption
crossovers increase in the new world order as a function of non-members’ knowl-
edge of other cultures, and their interpretation and usage of the meanings of
these products and services in the growing lexicon of multicultural society.

Market Culture and Formation
Markets display culture in their values and practices. Notable are the ways
market hierarchies resonate with social hierarchies in multicultural society, with
implications affecting community development and intergroup relations. In the
current study in Mission, a major cultural entertainment event, Fiesta de la
Cultura (Party of Culture) is presented by a German organization that not only
historically precluded Latino/a members, but continues to be composed predom-
inantly of Anglos. Latinos/as participate in the show as a choreographer, many
dancers, stage hands, concession vendors and cleaning crews. That these cultural
brokers supply philanthropic resources, some of which go back to Latino/a
community organizations and causes, does not shield them from informants’ crit-
icisms that Anglos are making money off Latino/a culture. 

As noted in these data, market practices selectively incorporate some aspects
of Latino/a culture, even as they ignore other aspects of this community that
consumes. In doing so, these market practices render increasingly private
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cultural knowledge and skills previously manifest as collective goods, and
through economic principles of capital accumulation, resources accrue to agents
offering cultural products who are not necessarily members of the culture.

Notable are the ways markets recognize diversity within a culture and work
against its incorporation, and this happens at various levels of nation and city.
Earlier in this paper I described the increasing geographic and media visibility of
Latinos/as; the former is important in bringing about increased market targeting,
the latter its result. Yet while Latinos/as are more visible in some ways, they
remain outside the imagined US national identity, which remains predominantly
White as consistent with a long-standing race hierarchy. In previous generations
White hegemony was more blatant, initially implemented by violence, and later
by more subtle, but no less effective socialization in key institutions such as the
police, government agencies, schools, stores and churches. Today, some differ-
ential treatment remains, yet Latinos/as are more visible in neighbourhoods,
cities and the media. Regarding the latter, representations of Spanish speaking,
middle-class Latinos/as predominate (Dávila 2001), just as upper middle-class
Whites predominate in mainstream Anglo media (Goad 1997). In contrast,
incorporation of Latinos/as has gone the furthest for employees in governmental
agencies and businesses, likely the result of Civil Rights legislation. 

To get a better understanding of the ways the market impacts culture, I reorient
the national unit of analysis typically used for both culture and markets in our
discipline with that of the city. Insights regarding market formation are generated
with attention to the profile of marketing and consuming communities, which
may then be related to business activity, infrastructural concerns, municipal
service allocations, schools and community centres (Jacobs 1969). 

Significantly, because Latinos/as are the majority of consumers in Mission,
Texas, and in Pueblo, California, numbering approximately 65 per cent, this
alternative mainstream is integrated even in the very up market, White shops and
neighbourhoods, but it is a slow process. Nevertheless, politically Latinos/as
retain a minority presence in positions of power such as the city council, school
boards and state legislatures. 

Business is an important engine of community development, especially given
current trends of government budget cuts. This research shows business to be a
small presence in both communities, with cultural activities centered around
community organizations and tourism. In Mission and Pueblo there are emerging
segments of Latino/a professionals and large and small business owners within
both of the communities under study. Yet, these groups are relatively small in
both areas; the larger concentration by far is in the working classes, with some
small business owners. The two cities differ markedly in composition, and in the
magnitude of dollars flowing out. In California there are more small businesses
and more money recirculates within the Latino/a community. Tourism is scarce
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except on holidays. In contrast, in Texas there are fewer small businesses, and
most of the money flows outwards. Its absence is only partially made up in terms
of community support by large scale Anglo tourism in the form of taxes, and
much of this business is located in the tourist areas, rather than in the barrios. 

Two other obstacles to market development within the Latino/a community are
noteworthy. Like Native Americans, Latinos/as have notions of common ‘prop-
erty’ public spaces and cultural traditions. Further, El Movimiento (Civil Rights
activism) was oriented primarily to labour, and its legacy remains three decades
later in a lack of trust in business, and the view that business is something done
to them rather than something they can do and benefit from. Yet there is some
indication that the younger generation sees market culture less as a threat, and
more as a necessary means of cultural survival. Unlike their parents and grand-
parents, they see no forced choice between Latino/a and Anglo cultures, and this
is the message echoed in social and market institutions since the 1960s. Many
draw from both cultures as they see fit. 

In sum, the cultural heterogeneity that appears as market fragmentation and
cultural erosion from the perspective of those in the mainstream can entail vali-
dation and social legitimation from the perspective of consumers within minority
subcultures (Peñaloza and Gilly 1999; Peñaloza 1995, 1996). Yet for minority
consumers market visibility and representation is a mixed blessing. Views of
market incorporation as the source of enhanced social legitimation are countered
by a lack of trust in business and doubt that it will contribute substantially to their
community development.

Capitalism and Democracy 
Increasing cultural difference in the marketplace raises a number of questions
regarding the nature of the enfranchisement that comes with market visibility,
and how it compares to more traditional, political forms of enfranchisement.
First, while a similar logic appears to underscore recent multicultural market
inclusions with earlier political forms, there are key differences. Market rights do
not stop with fair treatment in transactions, as market inclusion brings some
social legitimation to communities that consume. Yet there are notable limits to
such market enfranchisement. There is no question that it is easier to be a
Latino/a in the USA than ever before in history. Yet this recent market inclusion
came after decades of political activism and enfranchisement, and continues to
rest on law enforcement by local and national government within the larger
context of a more subtle, yet continuing White hegemony. 

In the imagined Whiteness of the USA, multiculturalism is a threat (San Juan,
Jr. 2002; Lipsitz 2001). The strong negative reactions among some elements of
the mainstream to multicultural market targeting and inclusion are a curiosity
given their dominant position. It may be that mainstream contestations are in
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direct proportion to the efficacy of the legitimacy accorded to minority groups in
the marketplace. If so, the dynamics of power may be changing such that the
market increasingly functions as social arbiter. Laufer and Paradeise (1990)
noted that marketing practices including polls, focus groups and press releases
are increasingly used in building political legitimacy. 

However, as previously mentioned, while governments enfranchise individ-
uals, markets enfranchise groups. Taylor (1992) argues compellingly for the need
for governments to provide political legitimacy to groups, but notes strong resist-
ance that group rights are not necessary because all individuals are covered in a
nation’s Bill of Rights or Constitution. This resistance comes in many other
forms; particularly resonant in the USA is a concern against state-sponsored
favouritism.

The tests for democracy in market societies remain equal access to opportu-
nity and participation in the political process. Constitutional guarantees of life,
liberty and the pursuit of happiness are compromised somewhat by persistent
socio-economic differences. Regarding Latinos/as, socio-economic differences
in comparison with Anglos are rendered more extreme by market culture in the
joint workings of social and market hierarchies, as noted in this research. Yet
market multiculturalism could herald a system more inclusive system than what
currently exists, by incorporating to a greater degree all cultural groups
(Dallmayr 1996), with attention to a more equitable distribution of resources and
status (Malveaux 2003), and with more elements of community intact, such as
compassion, mutual understanding, and reciprocal obligations (Cova and Cova
2002; Ger 1997). Ironically, these are precisely the elements of their community
that informants view the market as compromising. 

A welcome extension to our knowledge comes from studying how markets
and cultures interact, i.e., the ways social hierarchies are played out in the
market, and markets reproduce socially coded differences. Given that cultural
and market imperatives split particular subgroups from the larger society – for
example commonfolk from elites, Black and Latino/a from White, and devel-
oped from developing nations – institutional mechanisms are vital in maintaining
democratic political systems. Notes Taylor (1985: 309), ‘The basic error of
“liberal” atomism in all of its forms is that it fails to take account of the degree
to which the free individual with his own goals and aspirations … is only
possible within a certain kind of civilization; that it took a long development of
certain institutions and practices, of the rule of law, of rules of equal respect, of
habits of common deliberation, of common association, of cultural development,
and so on, to produce the modern individual,’ (italics added).

There are historical reasons why economic freedom initially was conflated
with political freedom in the USA, but we must question the legacy of their
conflation today. This is not a new question; concern with the violation of polit-
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ical freedoms by economic liberties dates to the nation’s inception (Wood 1991),
and for good reason. When market transactions and values overrule democratic
rights, the effects are demoralization, resentment and, sadly, violence in the short
term; with severe challenges to the legitimacy of democracy and capitalism
likely in the long term. Yes, markets are needed to develop communities. Yet if
we have learned anything from the accounting scandals and stock market losses
of yesterday and today, it is that markets require political oversight to be fair. A
growing number of people in the world also believe markets should be just. They
are calling for democratic participation and more equitable distribution of
resources in the International Monetary Fund and World Bank (Danaher 2001).
To hold markets to the highest political and economic ideals is the most radical
act of all. My hope is that more consumer researchers will take an active part in
this struggle. Last year Daniel Kahneman received the Nobel Prize in economics
for demonstrating psychological aberrations in markets. It is not far-fetched that
one day a consumer researcher will receive it for demonstrating their equally
important multicultural aspects. Cultures and markets will be better for it.

Conclusions

Distinctions between market enfranchisement and its counterpart, political
enfranchisement are increasingly important distinctions as freedoms of the market
conflate with political freedoms in the global economy. In terms of the economy,
popular sentiments put forward a ‘free’ market unfettered by social distinctions
and hierarchies. Yet Latinas/os’ testimony and experiences both historically and at
present challenge these ideals. Technically the free market entails unrestricted
movements of capital, products and services, as well as people. Yet even when
they are citizens, Latinos/as experience the workings of social and economic
boundaries, at times together and at times apart in refusals of service and social
restrictions in currency allowances, tariffs and immigration controls.

At the same time market participation allows people social mobility, the
economic enfranchisement it provides pales in comparison to the rights and
benefits won by minority groups through more traditional forms of political
activism. While capitalism and democracy evolved historically in tandem in the
USA, and the two concepts continue to be conflated in popular rhetoric, their
coexistence is not guaranteed for future generations in this country or the many
others throughout the world which continue to emulate it. 

Becker and Becker (1997) argued that democracy is good for capitalism, as
the freedom of expression and agency this political body of ideals affords
encourage production and consumption behaviours in the market system. Yet
there are equally compelling arguments that capitalism compromises democracy.
The alignment of market hierarchies with social ones results in unequal distri-
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butions of wealth and access to economic and political power that potentially
undermines and curtails democratic participation. Only with attention to the
ways these disparate social domains overlap and disjoin can we understand why
market multiculturalism tests political and economic ideals, and work to repro-
duce more desirable social conditions in the future. 

Notes

1. Regarding terms, I use Mexican immigrant for persons living in the USA born
in Mexico; Mexican American for persons living in the USA of Mexican
descent. Latino/a is a broader term, referring to those persons living in the
USA born in Latin American countries and those born in the USA whose
descendants came from Latin American nations. Mexican Americans and
Mexican immigrants are by far the largest group of Latinos/as, comprising
over 60 per cent nationally (Armas 2003).

2. While a major disciplinary break divides studies of consumers from markets,
I suggest that we must position consumers within the market to adequately
understand them. 

3. One could substitute other cultural dimensions here, such as gay versus
heterosexual, feminine versus masculine, or even rural versus urban (Peñaloza
2001, 2000). In each case the subordinate group is marked. 

4. City names are pseudonyms. 
5. Prior to the 1980 the Census Bureau relied on Spanish surname and use of

Spanish language to designate Latinos/as.
6. This sad legacy of legislation making English the official language of the USA

prevents Mexican Americans from being qualified for the many jobs emerging
with the growth of the Latino/a market in the USA and in Latin America.
Instead, companies prefer to hire foreign born Latinos/as educated in Spanish
in their home countries (Dávila 2001).

7. Interestingly, bilingual programmes are supported more by non Latinos/as
wanting an edge for their children in the global market, and subsequent gener-
ations of Mexican Americans seeking to maintain their culture, than recent
immigrants striving to adapt and thrive in the USA.
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The Little Black Dress is the Solution, but
what is the Problem?

Daniel Miller 

Introduction – ‘Leached on the Beach’

Salman Rushdie’s wonderful children’s book Haroun and the Sea of Stories is
based on the premise that there is some evil mechanism that is taking away the
vital stream of stories that course through the veins of our world. My paper is
based on a kind of adult equivalent to this story. During my lifetime I have been
witness to a similar dreadful loss and in this paper I want to don the mantle of
the anthropologist as detective and see if I can locate the culprit. The crime is
evident all around us. There has been a gradual leaching out of colour and print
from the world of Western women’s clothing. Just like in Rushdie’s story it is as
though somewhere there is a vast hole through which colour and print is leaking
out leaving an increasingly grey and black world of clothing that makes for a
drab colourless environment, only partly compensated by a few exceptions such
as sportswear and the little red dress (Steele 2001). I feel personally affronted by
this assault on my own world and the threat that my sense of colour is being atro-
phied by my environment, since I too suffer from this same affliction. When I
started lecturing I was still wearing a bright orange jersey and a necklace of
shells retained from my fieldwork in the Solomon Islands. But already I was
already looking the anachronistic ‘hippie’. Of course being a hippie was itself
merely conventional to that time and I have shifted with all the subsequent
movement towards the colourless. Today I have adopted the general conventions
of male clothing based around indigo and black, which is constructed along a
vague polarity with ‘classic’ Armani emulating cuts for more formal wear, and
jeans materials for the more informal. About the most exciting possibility left to
me is to discover a new shade of grey. 

Furthermore I am particularly sensitive to this shift having just completed
(along with Mukulika Banerjee) a book about the sari in India (Banerjee and
Miller 2003), a garment which retains a glorious rainbow of colour and an effu-
sion of print. Recalling my life as a sartorial hippie, the last major explosion of

– 113 –

02 Elusive Consumption  22/1/04  8:25 pm  Page 113



colour in women’s clothing is probably precisely that time now lovingly recalled
in the Austin Powers movies which pay proper homage to the clothing of the
1960s and 1970s. It was a time when as a child I earned holiday money working
in a ‘Carnaby Street’ style boutique and was enthralled by the coral sea of
clothing, while festooned in my own purple flared trousers, beads and floral shirt.
Since then it seems that each year has seen a gradual reduction in permitted
levels of colour and print. 

It was men’s clothing that declined most precipitously. The decline in women’s
clothing while slower, now looks pretty much as deep. I write this having just
been on a shopping expedition for Christmas 2002 with some female friends,
which really did consist entirely of a discussion about shades of grey, in a shop
called ‘Muji’ which seems to thrive essentially on a kind of Western amalgama-
tion of the minimalism associated with stereotypes of the Japanese, now mani-
fested almost entirely in grey. In the clothing sales following New Year I sat in
the younger women’s section of Selfridges in London faced by rows of grey to
black, facing off against white to cream, with various shades of red seeming to
stand in for ‘colour’ in general. It seemed to me as though an extraordinary
number of the shoppers passed by in almost interchangeable combinations of
blue denim jeans and black tops. 

The title of this paper is in essence a reflection of the role of the little black dress
in particular as the vanguard of these developments. This is not a work in any sense
on fashion history. Edelman (1998) provides such a history defining a starting
point for that dress with the designer Chanel in 1926 and examining the role of
different influential women that have worn these dresses as much as the designers,
women such as Wallis Simpson, Audrey Hepburn and Jacqueline Kennedy (see
also Ludot 2001, and, for black fashion more generally, Mendes 1999). If the term
little black dress is used colloquially rather than as it is employed in more academic
circles of fashion history then it evidently plays a major role as a cliché for women
talking about clothing generally. As noted there are several books concerned with
the little black dress, there is even a book called The Little Black Dress Diet (Van
Straten 2001). Similarly the Internet reveals sites called thatperfectlittleblack-
dress.com, littleblackdress.co.uk and even lbdtogo.com.

The literature provides various psychological theories for the popularity of the
dress, but as a social scientist my concern is rather with this dress in its specific
aspects as a vanguard for the dominance of the colourless costume, that which
speaks to this issue of leaching. So it is the contemporary black dress that is the
issue here and I will not assume that it is necessarily popular for the same reason
as in earlier times. I have represented it as iconic in my title as much in relation
to this history as to my own encounter with the problem of leaching. My mate-
rial comes largely from the ethnographic work carried out by myself and Alison
Clarke in London. Although the title refers to one exemplification of this trend,
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this paper is actually concerned with the trend as a whole and as it appears in the
ethnography. Quite apart from this dress, grey and black have marched to the
fore. Indeed black itself is equally iconic as the backdrop to modern dress. If by
chance any other colour tries to get a look in, the fashion magazines will say
‘brown is the new black’ or ‘green is the new black’, though it has now become
pretty clear that for most of the time black is the new black.

It was, however, specifically the little black dress that started my own rumina-
tions upon the topic. I guess my desire to write such a paper started when as a
parent I organized my daughter’s birthday parties. If you have a 12–year-old girl
and you are organizing some kind of party or disco in London you can pretty
much bet that they will all, and I mean all, turn up in very similar little black
dresses. This might simply be a reflection of how 12–year-olds are very anxious
about getting embarrassed and lack confidence. But are these the factors that
apply also to the degree to which other older women seem to rely upon this foun-
dational garment? Certainly when it comes to wearing black more generally,
there are days when colleagues, friends and other groups of older women seem
almost as beholden to this colour as do these children.

But what finally prompted the writing of this paper was a further extension of
these observations. Having become reconciled to the evidence that both men and
women had collapsed into drabness for everyday wear I still expected a kind of
‘Hawaiian shirt’ lifting of these constraints when on holiday, with the expectation
that here at least people would relax their sartorial codes and embrace a more
adventurous field of colour. Well for a while this seemed true, but then I was
starting to find that my fellow tourists were bringing out the same dull drab
clothes on holiday that they were wearing at home – just more interesting
messages on the T-shirts. But at least I felt that if holiday clothes had also become
drab, the last refuge of colour would indeed be the beach and the swimsuit, with
at least some desire to ‘fit in’ when snorkelling over a coral reef. So the decision
to write this paper can be precisely timed. It came when taking a family holiday
on a beach in Mexico. I had my novel and my drink, and was relaxing under a
beach umbrella. This was quite a European resort and the people around me were
probably Dutch, Swedish and English with a few Americans. Anyway, after a
while, I started looking around me and what actually caught my eye was that
every single bikini or swimsuit as far as my eye could see was – you guessed it
– black. At that point I decided that, if the anthropologist could turn detective,
while I might not be able to stem this tide, I might at least find the culprit. 

Interrogating the First Suspect – Capitalism

The vast majority of books on clothing are concerned with fashion, and thereby
with the fashion industry. So the history of fashion is often collapsed into the
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history of the industry itself. The model underlying such works is made clear in
the general argument of Fine and Leopold (1993: 93–137, 219–37). Each major
commodity, such as food or clothing, exists within a vertical system so that in
order to understand consumption we must also understand production. In the
clothing system, fashion is the primary link between them, driving both demand
and supply. Books certainly exist on the industry itself as a commercial form
(e.g. White and Griffiths; 2000 Rath 2002), but by far the largest group of writ-
ings is based on the history of the fashion designer as an influence again on both
production and consumption. This is where the ‘little black dress’ is hunted down
and attributed to the influence of key individuals, usually from Paris, or seen as
part of some particular trend such as simplicity (e.g. Arnold 2001: 17–22). 

The problem with this argument is how to establish its credibility other than
as simplistic conclusion based upon déjà vu? That is to say, having seen that the
world has gone black, we simply locate particular designers who promoted this
trend and assume they are responsible for it. The problem is that this does not
allow for the possibility that this trend developed despite rather than because of
design. A more credible way of examining this question is to acknowledge that
we are indeed looking at a huge business, a major element of modern capitalism,
and that to make the case a convincing one we have to find some logic that links
the interests of this industry with black as a result or effect of this trend. This is
precisely where the argument starts to look much less plausible. Indeed the
evidence against it can be seen on every high street. If the fashion business was
a largely monopolistic concern and if there were efficiency gains to be had by
simplifying the products themselves then one could envisage such a logic, anal-
ogous to the famous claim of Henry Ford for his model T cars ‘they have any
colour they like as long as its black’. But irrespective of whether this quote is
apocryphal, it simply doesn’t reflect the fashion industry today. So far from being
monopolistic, this is one of the most diversified industries of the modern world,
and it is relatively easy for small outfits with limited capital to start up either as
producers or retailers. The main chains and designers may dominate, but there
are quite a few of them, and they exist in a state of clear competition one with
another.

In such a distributed and competitive market the struggle for each is to find
some niche, some element, that will give them a particular character. It is fine for
one or two firms such as Armani to establish themselves with a certain ideal of
the classical that is indeed largely grey to black, but precisely because companies
such as Armani occupy this niche, it is necessary for others to find alternatives.
On the whole the high street is full of companies, ranging from the ‘united
colours of Benetton’ to the creative and provocative mix that festoons a shop
such as Morgan or Zara. In short, the fashion industry has to be based on differ-
ence rather than homogeneity. From haute couture to prêt-à-porter to the
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smallest independent producers and retailers there is a desperate desire to find
something, preferably different and novel, that can capture the market and lead
to shoppers feeling there is missing from their wardrobes an item of clothing that
this company can supply. So the primary evidence for this industry not being the
culprit here is simply a comparison between what is on sale and what is being
worn. I have not met anyone as yet who would disagree with the general quali-
tative assessment that the styles and colours being worn as one goes to work each
day, or looks around the street, or even goes out in the evening are far more
homogenized that what is available in the shops. The shops have become more
homogenized over the years, as in the retailscape at Selfridges mentioned above.
But this seems to follow rather than force the trends in what people wear. It is
simply that attempts to create distinction in colour and print do not sell suffi-
ciently over the long term. 

I just can’t see any commercial logic in the clothing business as a whole which
makes black the way to profit – the industry needs a diversity of niches to exploit,
not just homogeneity. If anything the entire population going into black is more
likely to put business finances into the red! Sure, they can probably cope with it,
Armani does pretty well out of grey, but if this is some kind of business plot, it
is not an obvious one. The problem in decoding clothing is that it is simply too
easy to argue that what people wear must follow from what commerce supplies.
We have to be dragged into the opposite corner of seeing what is supplied as a
surrender to what people are prepared to wear, but the logic of modern women’s
clothing with respect to its ever increasing homogenization represented in the
decline of colour and printing certainly seems to imply that the driving force has
been the customer not the couturier. 

Interrogating the Second Suspect – History

So it looks like the simplest and most deterministic theory, that a shift in
consumption merely reflects a shift in production will not do. We need to find
some other candidates in the literature. Is there perhaps some historical prece-
dent, some other period in which clothing leached out colour and print?
Fortunately there has recently been published a volume which seems as though
it could be a clear precedent for our current situation. The book is called Men in
Black and was published by John Harvey in 1995. Firstly this is useful because
it discusses some other theoretical accounts. Flugel (1976) it seems had already
argued that the move to black was a kind of egalitarian, democratic response
rejection of the Ancien Régime by the bourgeois of the period. This sounds cred-
ible, but unlikely to work for the contemporary case. If anything the colourful
years of the 1960s and 1970s were a genuine repudiation of traditional class hier-
archies, and in parallel with this earlier case led by the bourgeois middle class
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rather than the working class of the time. In general we have seen a return to a
political conservatism since then and more recently a return to greater inequali-
ties in countries such as the UK and USA. There is a more subtle version of this
argument, in which we can see men through the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries giving up the overt display of wealth and power and adopting the meas-
ured and perhaps more menacing uniform of a generic power that does not need
to be specified. Once again, however, there is little reason to see the little black
dress and subsequent general adoption of black by women as related in any way
to this. There might be a few ‘power suits’ within the black genre but those little
girls at their parties, and the adults at theirs neither seem to desire nor achieve
this sense of menacing empowerment.

These are not, in any case, the theories that Harvey uses for the period of his
concern. His book is devoted to the rise of black amongst men in Victorian
Britain. Just as we might finger key designers today as having a certain influence,
the dandies of that time seem to have adopted a certain ascetic and minimalist
appearance which made black fashionable, the elaborations being in style rather
than colour. But Harvey also rejects the idea that the mass adoption of black by
the middle class was particularly influenced by the stylistic antics of the elites.
He sees a greater legacy in the centuries of adoption by the church of an associ-
ation between black and sobriety and seriousness, that gave black a certain grav-
itas, which is reflected in Shakespearean characters such as Hamlet and Othello
and evident in the sobriety of the male figure in Dutch art. In effect there is a kind
of Durkheimian movement whereby the social norms of the middle class take on
in a secular version the values of the church (Harvey 1995: 147). But the cata-
lyst that really brought about this association with black was, according to
Harvey, the bridge between the secular and the religious that emerged in the
Victorian cult of the funerary. This is evident in the obsessions of Tennyson and
other cultural ‘spokespersons’ of the period, but importantly these reflect a
genuine social pressure. It was men who were expected to attend funerals with
some frequency, so that funerals came to occupy a significant place in many
people’s lives at that time. 

The concern in this book is largely with men rather than women, since he
argues for this period that in general ‘in the protestant countries especially, it
appears, strains of asceticism were liable to blanch women as they darkened
men’ (Harvey: 1995: 211). Thanks to many television reconstructions of novels
written during this period we have become increasingly familiar with scenes
from this time composed of men in black dancing with women in white who
appear, in general, rather cold embodiments of a certain wifely virtue. Although
this white has a rather ghostly aspect, at least in funerary custom the genders
blend, since Victoria herself embodied the vision of endless mourning that gave
rise to that quintessence of black we think of as ‘jet black’ as jet dominated as an
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accessory for mourning. What this book demonstrates is that there are clear
precedents for the phenomenon this paper is concerned to explain. There are
indeed other periods in which clothing leached and bleached.

What does not follow, however, is the conclusion that these precedents give us
the key to explaining the current example of these shifts in acceptable sartorial
codes. To take the specific instance of Harvey’s book, this obsessive funerary
concern is an unlikely candidate for the little black dress today. I doubt that the
women I meet at parties are trying to dress as though for a funeral – some of the
parties I go to are bad, but not usually that bad! Rather what we have to learn
from these works is that there are likely to be some quite specific factors at play
in any particular instance of this phenomenon and that we should not assume that
there is anything in common between any two such instances as separated by
time and space. One legacy of the extensive writings that once dominated the
anthropology of clothing based on semiotic theory (e.g. Barthes 1985; Sahlins
1976) has been the acknowledgment that in a world in which some societies
adopt black for funerals and others white, it is the internal logic of the clothing
system that has to be accounted for, and not at all some deep ‘psychological’
predilection based on the property of any colour for humanity as a biological
species. It is perhaps more sensible to recognize that black is a colour that is
going to have many diverse connotations and periods of ascendancy. There is not
necessarily going to be a strong link between the sartorial habits of Dickens and
of the modern teenage Goth, even if both do favour black. 

Interrogating the Third Suspect – Modernism

For my third candidate I want to turn to the wonderful title of what unfortunately
turns out to be a slightly disappointing book Chromophobia by David Bachelor
(2000). The great thing about the title is it makes a direct case for a recent decline
in colour, a leaching out of colour from the world that can apply to the rise of
both white and black, and also that it points the finger at one clear culprit, which
is the rise of modernism and modernist minimalism. It provides a number of
instances both in literature and art which seem to suggest this pervasive fear and
dislike of colour and its increasing condemnation as vulgarity. The book also
does a useful job of noting that there exists an opposing tendency, a
Chromophilia, that can be found for example in a certain film tradition stretching
from the Wizard of Oz to the recent Pleasantville. Beyond this, however, the
volume lacks the convincing scholarship that can be used to explain the phenom-
enon.

Fortunately, in contrast to Chromophobia, there is a book with a less succinct
title, but quite excellent in its substantive content, called White Walls, Designer
Dresses by Mark Wigley (1995). This makes precisely this argument for the
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centrality of leaching to the modern movement, but does so with considerable
and impressive scholarship and through making an unexpected, but convincing,
link between the histories of clothing and of architecture. Wigley starts from the
pervasive presence of white walls in modern architecture. His argument is that
these are supposed to be neutral and silent but actually speak volumes about the
attempt to assert certain hegemonic values through modernism. He shows how
white, and I think we can add black, is not a neutral absence but often an
assertive presence. Tracing back its source, he sees a powerful influence upon
architects such as Le Corbusier to be found in earlier dress reform movements.
It was in dress reform that there developed a clear ideal of rationalism applied to
aesthetic form. Rationality seen as both the ends and means of civilization itself
proclaims white as a form of purity, the hygienic, the pristine. This allows for a
pure utility, that which is assertively functional, to emerge from mere decoration.
But behind this in turn lies another set of oppositions. The dress reform move-
ment proclaimed an opposition that was repeated in the architectural literature
between decoration and function. 

While this is common to both genres, there are also specific associations
within the field of clothing. Decoration in dress is associated by the reformers
with the phenomenon of fashion, and this in turn with superficiality and with
women. These associations formed part of a larger logic by which rationalism as
the civilizing tendency is seen as a robust male endeavour that needs to overcome
a whole series of what in contrast are seen as primitive and superficial tenden-
cies. Indeed in its more extreme forms, colour and print become associated not
only with a kind of non-civilized and irrational world, as illustrated in naïve or
primitivist art assumed to be analogous with the pre-modern, but also with the
dangerous, the uncontrolled, the images of the drugged and the bestial (also in
Batchelor 2000). Women are seen as the conservative force retaining a less civi-
lized and superficial fascination with colour and the decorative.

So the key modern thinkers and writers within modernism such as Loos,
Gropius and Le Corbusier all claim function as precisely that which fashion is
not. Function is deep and universal and impervious to the frippery of the deco-
rative ‘the Modern movement is the architectural equivalent of the masculine
resistance to fashion’ (Wigley 1995: 119). So both by direct influence and by
analogy modernism is seen as the nineteenth-century dress reform movement
applied to architecture. It was the modern movement as applied to architecture
that consolidated a certain minimalist aesthetic, an aethhetic whose emphesis
upon white, black and appearance reduced to its basic elements seemed to speak
to this functionalism; an aesthetic which seemed to promise a means by which to
escape the transience and vulgarity of mere fashion.

How then does this apply today? Well so far from being explained by this
account, in some ways the little black dress seems to be an ironic mockery of the
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pretensions of modernism. The greatest fear of the modernists would be that their
ideals would themselves be turned into mere fashion. Yet today the minimalism
associated with modernism no longer retains its connotations of science, univer-
salism and rationality, rather it has become almost entirely identified with style.
As Wigley points out, the modernists were simply unable to see that white walls
are also a form of decoration, that architecture is also dress, is always also the
production of surfaces (Wigley 1995: 362). The little black dress, though not
white, certainly does exploit the stylistic cool of modernism. But it does so
unashamedly as surface, as fashion and as female, in complete repudiation of the
now failed quest for scientific modernism. Unlike the arguments from historical
precedents such as Harvey, we can acknowledge a considerable direct impact of
modernism on the instance of colour leaching that is the subject of this paper.
The success of the modern movement through the twentieth century has surely
considerably impacted upon the acceptability of the little black dress as stylish.
The sense of Italian cool that may have helped in the vanguard of these develop-
ments was one of a number of variants of the modern movement’s impact upon
popular culture. 

So we need to tease out here a complex effect; accepting that modern leached
clothing is experienced as stylish partly through the influence of modernism in
general, but at the same time clearly distancing ourselves from some of the
possible correlates of this trajectory. What we have is clearly modernism in its
aspect as style and fashion and not at all an expression of the values of the
modernist theorists, such as rationality and utility. Furthermore we have to be
careful of the dating here. The modernist movement was established as an archi-
tectural style from the 1920s. In furnishing, for example, we see a rapid mani-
festation of these ideals in the kind of chrome and glass functional look that
remains largely unchanged as the style of ‘modern’ furniture in the high street
today. When we turn to clothing, by contrast, we can see a whole series of
changes and shifts over the last eighty years, all of which had modernism avail-
able in the background. So it is not at all clear why the specific changes that are
the subject of this chapter, that is developments in the last thirty years, which
were preceded by a riot of colour and decorative form in clothing, should have
occurred at this particular time. There is nothing in the links to modernism that
account for it. So with modernism we have a relevant background applied in an
almost ironic and unexpected manner, but one that does little to explain the
specific questions posed by this paper. 

Interrogating the Final Suspect – the Ethnography of Consumption

It was important to interrogate these earlier suspects because it was otherwise
quite plausible that what we see today should best be understood as the outcome
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of certain deep historical transformations, the expression of some clear set of
values, or simply an outcome of the interests of industry. But what if none of
these suspects seem sufficiently guilty? If they all have alibis that suggest they
are largely, though perhaps not completely, innocent, then we need instead to
focus upon the phenomenon itself. Instead of looking elsewhere, we need to
encounter the phenomenon directly and see if this encounter provides insights
that can be the foundation for a more satisfactory explanation. As is commonly
the case if we want to understand some aspect of contemporary consumption, it
is that activity itself we need to explore. Most of my own work on consumption
has been centred upon this larger argument for the benefits of an ethnographic
approach to the topic

In a recent article in the journal Fashion Theory (Clarke and Miller 2002),
Alison Clarke and myself presented some findings based on an ethnography that
we carried out in North London during 1994–5. The fieldwork was conducted for
a year mainly around a single street (called here Jay Road) in North London (for
the setting see Miller 1998, 2001; Clarke 2000, 2001). The research methodolo-
gies included participant observation relating to both formal shopping (Miller)
and informal provisioning (Clarke) and supplementary interviews. In this more
recent paper we focused upon the specific topic of shopping for clothes. We
argued that the starting point for accounting for contemporary clothing seemed
to be an experience common to most of those we worked with, which was a
considerable anxiety with regard to selecting them; best expressed by the image
of a woman confronting a well-stocked wardrobe before getting dressed, with a
despairing sense of ‘not having a thing to wear’. 

One of the extended examples presented in Clarke and Miller 2002 was a
woman – Charmaigne – who sets out to buy a floral dress, in a deliberate attempt
to expand out of her conventional wardrobe and to try and associate herself with
this other genre of clothing. By following her around the shops we can actually
watch her increasing anxiety when it comes to making a choice that will lead to
her expressing a more distinct sartorial identity in public outside the arena of
what are experienced now as simple and safe minor variants upon the core of
printless and colourless clothing. What emerges from cases such as this is that
there remains a considerable desire to wear different colours and prints, and yet
at the moment of purchase women seemed unable to bring themselves to fulfil
their own desires. The general anxiety about what to wear increases to the degree
to which the clothing appears at all distinctive and thereby unconfirmed by all the
other clothing being worn by one’s peers or even the strangers that form the
crowd.

So the paper starts by presenting the ethnographic evidence for this state of a
pervasive anxiety with regard to selecting clothing and the conclusion that the
more women departed from this core safety net of jeans and black clothing the
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more anxiety and lack of confidence emerged. Secondly, the paper followed
through the various forms of support that women find in order to give themselves
confidence in making their particular selections of clothing. These start from
intimate family support such as the opinions of sisters or within mother-daughter
relations, and extend to taking a friend shopping and getting advice from peers.
The ethnography suggested that where these were not available or sufficient,
women might turn to the development of semi-institutional support, such as cata-
logues and companies. An extended illustration is given of the reliance upon one
such company ‘Colour Me Beautiful’ (see also Grove-White 2001), which claims
to have developed a kind of science of colour that tells an individual which
colours it is appropriate for them to wear and how to construct a wardrobe based
around mixing and matching these specific colours and not others.

So based on an ethnographic encounter we come to a perhaps not terribly
surprising result, that the increasing emphasis upon black, grey and plain
unadorned clothing at the expense of colourful, decorated or printed fabrics is
based on considerable anxiety about making any kind of fashion statement that
strays too far out of what have become conventionally accepted norms. Red
seems the only colour ‘robust’ enough to survive this decline since other colours
leach or bleach to form either dark versions such as brown or grey that shades
off into black, or pastels that shade off into white. But in a way this tells us more
about how these changes have come about than why. Finding anxiety at the root
of this refusal to be distinctive does not tell us anything about why women are so
anxious, and why this might be more the case now, than say thirty years ago.

For this reason the conclusion to that paper turns to a much more general trend
that may properly constitute an explanation of the phenomenon. We argue that
what we have uncovered is the combination of two forces; one long-term and one
short term. The long-term trend could be identified, not so much with
modernism, as with modernity. The condition of modernity as analysed by
Habermas (1987) is one in which we become decreasingly convinced by the
authority of institutions and rules that previously determined how we should act.
We can no longer say simply that this is our ‘custom’ or our ‘religion’. Instead
we have to face up to the degree to which we are making up our own moral rules.
We become, as individuals, increasingly burdened with the task of creating
normativity for ourselves. This is even more difficult given our increasing self-
awareness, that this is what we are engaged in. All this pressure to create our own
normativity in turn produces a tremendous desire for self-reassurance (for details
of this argument see Miller 1994: 58–81). 

In other words, where we can no longer rely on conventions to tell us what to
do, and have to decide this for ourselves, we turn increasingly to each other for
reassurance and support that we are making the right choices. The more these
choices are important to us, the more we seek this support. Parents, for example,

– 123 –

The Little Black Dress is the Solution …

02 Elusive Consumption  22/1/04  8:25 pm  Page 123



can be seen to spend a considerable amount of their time and energy trying to
find out what other parents do in similar circumstances to themselves, and there-
fore to see if their actions as parents are typical. They may then decide to do
something different, but it is almost always with reference to a norm that they
have established exists. In some countries such as Norway this is particularly
clear, as in Gullestad’s (2001) ethnography of this activity. In other countries
where social appropriation of previous moral forces such as religion are less
evident, there is a more individual quest for support over choices to be made,
often using commercial sources such as magazines and media representation to
shore up one’s individual decision making in the absence of sufficient social
networks. 

With respect to the recent world of fashion and clothing, we can see all these
general trends and their consequences exemplified in microcosm. The last three
decades have seen a clear decline in what had become the traditional form of
fashion authority that is an authoritative claim as to what fashion is, for a given
year, in terms of lengths of skirts or colours of the season. This went together
with a democratizing of individuals’ relationship to fashion and greater freedom
to create particular niches by the population of consumers rather than merely the
industry; a trend manifested in punk and other subcultural movements. This has
coincided for women with the period in which feminism has become gradually
accepted as a movement by which women feel entitled to reflect upon and reject
assumed authority, particularly male authority, as a determinant of who they
should be and what they should do. Feminism asserts the right to determine for
oneself the choices to be made about one’s life as an individual woman.

These more recent struggles for freedom and emancipation are very much in
the tradition of the whole modern movement as a child of the Enlightenment
which has had at its core the constant struggle for emancipation from customary
authority and an assertion of the rights of the individual as found in liberal
philosophy. As is commonly the case, however, such positive movements tend to
have unexpected and unintended consequences and in this case the more recent
freedoms of the feminist movement exacerbate the effects of longer struggles
which can be characterized as the condition of modernity. This brings us back to
Habermas’s point about the increasing dependence upon ourselves to make up
the criterion by which we live and the burden of this freedom in increasing
anxiety about whether we are doing this right, given the loosening of previous
forms of authority that we relied upon to take such decisions for us. 

So the evidence accumulated from the ethnography when appraised in the
light of certain theoretical and philosophical writings lead us to what is taken to
be the final suspect and indeed the culprit behind the particular crime that is
being solved. Surprisingly, the culprit is the possibility and experience of
freedom. For older women it was particularly the 1970s to 1990s that brought a
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new consciousness of freedom with feminism’s assault on traditional ideas of
femininity and gender roles. As one might expect, this new freedom that femi-
nism created about who you want to be inevitably brought with it a huge increase
in that particular form of modernist anxiety, of just not knowing who you want
to be. 

This is why the shoppers are less and less confident about making a clear
choice. They want to buy something strong and bright, but they just can’t bring
themselves to do it. We live not in a risk society, but in what we might better call
the no-risk society. What we do is pretend that choosing shades of grey is more
subtle and sophisticated – an intelligent choice. We say to each other we are all
very cool and sophisticated. But of course this is nonsense. We would much
rather be making bold choices, but (speaking now as a man) we just don’t have
the balls actually to do so, because of the burden of freedom; because we are
defensive about being held responsible for the sartorial statement we have
thereby made. We simply have no way of knowing if this was actually the right
choice. We can only hope for social or institutional support, or otherwise rely
upon conventionality itself. This is not really a moral issue, it is the corollary of
a necessary contradiction. You cannot have democratic liberty and equality
without a concomitant sense of anxiety that is the precise result of that experi-
ence of freedom. It is above all the emancipation that was achieved through femi-
nism that has left women with this huge burden of freedom and this further
accentuation of much older fears and concerns over social embarrassment. But
if the alternative is a return to those older forms of authority – of the constraints
of officially sanctioned sartorial codes, and an unwarranted respect for the voice
of industry elites about what fashion ‘is’ – then it may well seem that an anxiety
that requires still more shops to be visited before making a choice, or that makes
a full wardrobe appear to have ‘nothing in it’, may, on reflection, be a price worth
paying. Contrary to the expectations of the 1960s and 1970s we have excavated
a logic which explains why a free world is likely to be a drab world. 

Conclusion

What conclusions does this case-study of the anthropologist as detective have for
contemporary studies of consumption more generally? The various candidates
that were put forward as possible ‘villains’ in the line-up from which, as fashion
victim, I have tried to identify the culprit, could be also described as a round up
of ‘the usual suspects’. In most examples of contemporary consumption they are
likely to make their appearance in similar identification parades. While capi-
talism was relatively innocent on this occasion there are countless other crimes
of causation in which it stands properly convicted. History is another hardened
criminal properly held responsible for all sorts of contemporary practices. In
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recent times, modernism has become almost the archetypical villain, accused of
a whole battery of crimes, many of which I suspect it is innocent of, so perhaps
we are not surprised to see its association with black today as somewhat natural.
Other disciplines such as psychology and consumer behaviour studies have their
own ‘police files’ of common culprits. 

The argument of this chapter is that, while becoming more common, a partic-
ular method of investigation is still not nearly as routine as one might expect,
given that it is often invoked as important. One of the most effective means of
rounding up suspects accused of crimes of consumption is surely that of ethnog-
raphy. It is rather more time-consuming and difficult than taking culprits that are
already well documented from previous convictions. Of course we might have
located ‘freedom’ lurking in the background somewhere without resource to this
particular methodology, but somehow, I think it is much more likely that clues
will emerge that will set us on the right trail when we are prepared to walk the
streets looking for them. Of course, whichever criminal we finger will have had
accomplices. The ethnographic evidence needs to be considered in the light of
other contributions. Commerce has some influence, the history of black in
fashion with respect to mourning and modernity may still have some bearing on
the case. The more specific and recent history traced by Edelman (1998) and
others with regard to the factors that made black appear mature, chic, serious and
seductive are still more relevant. But while the original move to black from the
1920s to 1950s may have been a repudiation of the ‘merely pretty’ there are other
factors behind the popularity of grey and black in our new century that cannot be
understood from past and precedent, but only through direct encounter.

In this case, the main evidence came from direct confrontation with forms of
anxiety that needed to be accounted for first – and are simply not the same anxi-
eties that were prominent prior to modern feminism – before the larger questions
could be answered. This is often the best way to proceed. If we want to under-
stand the major trends in consumption, it often won’t be from the easy and
obvious suspects. Mostly it won’t be from studying commerce, or modernism, or
some force that determines what we buy. The understanding of consumption will
come from the experiences of the population and the kind of generalizations that
social science can make about those experiences and what underlies them. We
can only understand consumers through coming to see the world from their point
of view as a social body. Surely we have seen enough movies to know that good
detectives cannot just work from an office – we have to hit the street.
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Making Up People:
Consumption as a Symbolic Vocabulary for

the Construction of Identity

Richard Elliott

Introduction

Within sociology and cultural studies there is a widely held assumption that iden-
tity is a social construction and that the development of individual self-identity
is inseparable from the parallel development of collective social identity. This
problematic relationship has been described as the ‘internal-external dialectic of
identification’ by Jenkins (1996), who maintains that self-identity must be vali-
dated through social interaction and that the self is embedded in social practices.
Endeavours to create the consumer’s self-identity often involve the consumption
of products, services and media; and there is always a tension between the mean-
ings we construct for ourselves and those we are exposed to socially, and this
dialectical tension requires active negotiation of meaning. Although McCracken
(1988) suggests that ritual is the prime means for the transfer of symbolic
meaning from goods to the person, the complex social practices of consumer
culture extend far beyond the concept of the ritualistic, and entail a reciprocal,
dialectical relationship between the individual and her/his cultural milieu. This
chapter explores this tension and builds a synthetic model of consumption as a
symbolic vocabulary and resource for identity construction and maintenance
through ‘communities of practice’. 

Self and Identity in Consumer Research

Many of the conceptualizations of self and identity used in consumer research
are psychological in their ontology and epistemology and individual in their
methodology. Identity is often conceptualized as a cognitive construct accessed
through structured questionnaires. For example, Kleine et al.’s Social Identity
model of mundane consumption (see Kleine, Kleine & Kernan 1993; Laverie,
Kleine & Kleine 2002) treats identity as a stable set of self-definitions that can
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be accessed through self-completion questionnaires, the social aspect being
derived from symbolic interactionism and operationalized as the extent (number)
of a person’s interpersonal relationships. For Aaker (1999) the self-concept is a
set of relatively stable self-conceptions or self-schemata which can also be
accessed via self-completion questionnaires, the social aspect here being
addressed by experimental subjects ‘imagining’ themselves being in a social
situation. Interpretative approaches to identity have typically used phenomeno-
logical interviews (e.g. Thompson & Haytko 1997) or narrative interviews (e.g.
Holt 2002) together with attempts at abstraction from the micro to the macro
level via such approaches as Burawoy’s extended case method (Burawoy 1998). 

Identity Is Not Just Cognitive and Narrative

The focus on language has lead to what Gergen (1999: 85) calls ‘linguistic reduc-
tionism’ where concentration on the foreground of discourse has blurred the
significance of the background, the ‘non-verbal signals – facial expression, gaze,
gestures, posture’. Language as social action includes all our gestures, dress,
bodily markings and personal possessions. Goffman’s (1969) dramaturgical
metaphor for identity points to the need for identity to be performed, and that
bodily gestures are part of how we communicate identity. Performances always
implicate an audience: ‘When an individual plays a part he implicitly asks his
observers to take seriously the impression that is fostered before them’ (17) and
there are different levels of skill in that performance. Thus we can be good or bad
at communicating our identity, for example, where having the right clothes
doesn’t convince the audience. Shortly after the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, classes
were being advertised for ‘Ossies’ (East Berliners) to learn the skills of looking
like a West Berliner. The emphasis being on not just buying Western clothes but
in learning the skill of wearing them. 

Recent social and cultural theory has paid much attention to the ‘aestheticiza-
tion of social life’, this is because it is widely assumed that the techniques
involved in the performance of self-identity concern aesthetic or cultural prac-
tices and that these performative aspects of the self increasingly constitute
cultural resources (Adkins and Lury: 1999). Featherstone (1991: 187) maintains
that within consumer culture a new conception of self has emerged: ‘The
Performing Self’ which places greater emphasis on ‘appearance, display and the
management of impressions’.

The Embodied Self

This leads us to the concept of style, a combination of dress and the way in which
it is worn, where the body has become the site for identity (Entwistle 2000).
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Studies of youth subculture have shown the importance of the body in defining
membership of a group and communicating it both within and outside the group.
Brake (1985) suggests that style – composed of possessions, postural expressions,
and argot and its delivery – communicates the degree of commitment to the group
and opposition to the dominant cultural values. Hebdige (1979) describes how the
‘cool’ body style of the Mods distanced them from their lower-class environment
of high-rise flats and low-status jobs. Similarly, Willis (1975) describes how the
identity of ‘hard’ masculinity sought after by motorbike Rockers was articulated
not just by the display of tough leather clothes but by a body posture of ‘tough-
ness’. Thus subcultures produce their own particular social practices ‘which are in
part bodily orientations or ways of moving, walking and talking which are worn
like a second skin on the body of the skinhead, punk, raver’ (Entwistle 2000: 138).
Thornton (1995) draws attention to the importance of ‘authenticity’ in the
performance of identity in what she calls ‘taste cultures’, where people can
develop ‘subcultural capital’ through authentic displays of ‘cool’. The vital role
played by authentic performance was identified in Nancarrow, Nancarrow and
Page’s (2002) study of ‘style leaders’ which drew on Pountain and Robins’ (2000)
analysis of cool as requiring the bodily expression of ‘ironic detachment’. 

Although there has recently been a renewed interest in the role of the embodied
self in the sociology of consumption this has rarely been supported by empirical
data (Goulding, Shankar & Elliott 2002). Ironically, one of the few works which
connects what people actually do with their bodies with cultural theory is Mauss
(1979) who more than half a century ago showed that even the fundamental act of
walking was influenced by nationality, gender and age. However, the individuals
in the Goulding et al. study of rave/dance culture in the UK demonstrate
consciousness and agency in relation to their utilization of the body to structure
and communicate self-identity in their consumption of popular culture. 

Identity is Socially Constructed and Socially Maintained

The investigation of identity in consumer research has usually been based at the
individual level. Although it is often argued that micro-level data can provide
macro-level insights, the construction of identity at the social level has rarely
been studied. What has been studied extensively are discourses of identity, where
the medium of both data and interpretation is language. Pujol and Montenegro
(1999: 84) refer to the ‘naturalization’ of discourse as an object of research and
point out that ‘trying to study the social world with language as its only
metaphor’ ignores the need for extra-discursive concepts, particularly the influ-
ence of the social and of material objects. As Bhaskar (1989: 4) maintains,
‘social practices … are not exhausted by their conceptual aspect. They always
have a material dimension.’

– 131 –

Making Up People

02 Elusive Consumption  22/1/04  8:25 pm  Page 131



A profoundly social approach to identity is to conceive of identity as situated
social practices: ‘who we are lies in the way we live day to day, not just in what
we think or say about ourselves’ Wenger (1998: 151). Locating identity within
‘communities of practice’ integrates the self with the social and the material and
identifies the emergence of a repertoire of resources for the negotiation of
meaning.

A Situated Social Action Perspective on Identity

The following outline of the theory of ‘communities of practice’ is adapted from
Wenger (1998). A community of practice is defined by two key dimensions:
mutual engagement and shared repertoires. A community of practice is not a
synonym for a group, a team or a network. Membership is not just a matter of
social categorization, declared allegiance or personal relations. A community of
practice is not defined merely by communication through a network of interper-
sonal relations. Membership is a matter of mutual engagement, which requires a
group of people who are engaged in actions whose meaning they negotiate with
one another. Membership requires the work of ‘community maintenance’
because it is a kind of community that does not entail simple homogeneity.
Rather, it encompasses both diversity and homogeneity as members find a unique
place and gain a unique identity. These identities become interlocked and articu-
lated through mutual engagement, but they do not fuse into one. It is the practice
of meaning negotiation necessary for mutual engagement which constitutes the
community. This definition has similarities with Cova’s (2003) analysis of
consumption tribes, where he argues that a neo-tribe involves ‘shared experience,
the same emotion, a common passion’. But the tribe is characterized by a
‘volatility of belonging’ which means that homogeneity of behaviour and formal
rules are eschewed. 

Over time, maintaining community coherence involves the development of a
shared repertoire. The shared repertoire of a community of practice includes
words, ways of doing things, stories, gestures, symbols, actions or concepts that
the community has produced or adopted in the course of its existence. It includes
both the discourse of members as they make sense of the world as well as the
styles by which by which they express their forms of membership and their iden-
tities as members. Thus communities of practice would include the ‘style
communities’ and subcultures discussed above, and also accords with Cova
(2003): ‘Belonging to a tribe is not the result of individual characteristics, but the
result of a common experience of reality.’

– 132 –

Richard Elliott

02 Elusive Consumption  22/1/04  8:25 pm  Page 132



Trajectories of Identity

Displays of social competence in a particular community of practice become
reified into language labels we use ourselves, and the experience of being
labelled is the experience of being the situated self. So identity is not an object
but a constant process, as we travel along trajectories of identity as we move
between a variety of social communities with multi-membership across family,
work and culture. As we go through a succession of forms of participation, our
identities form trajectories both within and across communities of practice.
Trajectories have a coherence through time that connects the past, the present
and the future and so they are fundamentally temporal. Because it is constructed
in social contexts the temporality of identity is more complex than a linear notion
of time, not a foreseeable path but a continuous motion as we are constantly
negotiating our identity through social practices. 

Identity as Multi-membership of Communities of Practice

We all belong to many communities of practice, some past, some current, some
as full members, some in more peripheral ways. Some communities may be
central to our identity and some more peripheral. Whatever their nature, all
forms of participation through practice contribute to the production of our iden-
tities. I am a father, a husband, a son, a manager, a colleague, an Englishman.
Some of the trajectories are inbound, some outbound and some peripheral but
all are constituted by displays of competence in the social practices in each
community. In particular, the work of reconciliation necessary to maintain our
identity across boundaries gives rise to a profoundly social form of identity
work. Through the negotiation and maintenance of social competencies across
boundaries we build a cohesive person who can engage in different practices in
each of the communities to which we belong, yet resist the tensions of frag-
mentation of the self described in contemporary social theory (e.g. Giddens
1991).

Structural and Positional Sources of the Self

Consumption as a social practice is a dynamic and relatively autonomous process
which involves the symbolic construction of a sense of self through the accumu-
lation of cultural and symbolic capital. However, to paraphrase Marx: although
we make our own history, we do not do so in circumstances of our own choosing.
Symbolic freedom is severely constrained by social structure and by ideological
limits to that which we are able to imagine. Discourse is socially determined
through relationships of power extending through class and society. 
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Language can be viewed as both reflecting reality and constituting reality in a
dialectic dynamic. This entails the assumption that the self is produced across a
range of discursive practices where meaning is a constant site of struggles for
power (Weeden 1987). Although individuals ‘imagine’ that they are the authors
of their discourse and in control of its meaning (Weeden 1987), discourse is
largely socially and ideologically constructed. However, the social practices of
discourse are in a dialectical relationship with social institutions and although
individuals are constrained by their position in orders of discourse, they are also
enabled to act creatively within the discursive frame (Fairclough 1989). Social
practices draw upon discourse types but do not mechanically reproduce them, so
there is a gap between objective social space and representations of that space,
which become ‘a site for symbolic struggles that transform the real by renaming
it’ (Collins 1993). In their social practices individuals are faced with ‘ideological
dilemmas’ as to how to categorize information into the multiplicity of alternative
schemas they possess (Billig, Condor, Edwards, Gane, Middleton & Radley
1988). This indeterminacy of meaning and relative freedom of the individual to
escape from ‘regimes of truth’ has been related to consumption through
Bourdieu’s theory of social practice as ‘necessary improvization’ in symbolic
fields (including consumption) (Bourdieu 1977). 

While the individual brings his or her own subjective repertoire to a particular
interpretative act, it is a repertoire shaped in ‘particular social-historical
contexts’ (Thompson 1990). The social nature of interpretation ‘delimits’ the
heteroglossic potential of a reading in much the same way as open and closed
texts exercise a degree of limitation on a polysemic text. The readers’ connection
to their ‘social position’ ensures that their subjective interpretation will often
match or correspond with other readers’ interpretations of the same text, and thus
‘interpretative communities’ are formed.

Lived and Mediated Symbolic Resources

The symbolic resources available to the individual for the construction of the self
can be distinguished as being either lived experiences or mediated experiences
(Thompson 1990; Gadamer 1989). Lived experience refers to the practical activ-
ities and face-to-face encounters in our everyday lives. It is situated, immediate,
and is largely non-reflexive, in that we take it for granted as ‘reality’. Mediated
experience is an outcome of a mass-communication culture and the consumption
of media products and involves the ability to experience events which are
spatially and temporally distant from the practical context of daily life. It is
recontextualized experience, in that it allows the experience of events that tran-
spire far away, and will vary widely in its relevance to the self. 

The individual can draw selectively on mediated experience and interlace it
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with lived experience to construct the self. The life history and social situation
of individuals will lead to differential valorization of forms of experience,
varying between those at one end of the continuum who value only lived experi-
ence and have little contact with mediated forms, and others at the opposite end
of the continuum for whom mediated experience has become central to the
project of the self. However, central to the postmodern condition is a growing
range of opportunities for the use of mediated experiences in the project of the
self, countless narratives of self-formation, countless visions of the world such
that we may be encountering ‘symbolic overload’. However, ‘for most individ-
uals, as they move along the time-space paths of their daily lives, lived experi-
ence continues to exert a powerful influence on the project of self-formation’
(Thompson 1995: 233).

The Role of Ritual

Ritual can be seen as a means of ‘locking in’ meaning through repetition of
embodied performances and as such valorizes lived experience against the medi-
ated symbolic overload of consumer culture. For Lévi-Strauss (1977) the value
of ritual resides primarily in physical action (a paralanguage) and secular ritual
is often an arena of contradictory and contestable perspectives where individuals
‘make it up as they go along’ (Gerholm 1988). I wish to emphasize here the
personal level of ritual (Rook 1985) where social symbolism via public perform-
ance may be absent, and the form of ritualized behaviour which may be enacted
in private (Tetreault & Kleine 1990). For example, daily grooming rituals can
have ‘mystico-spiritual qualities’ where individuals who reject romantic and
magical effects in other realms of life ‘appear quite able to suspend their disbe-
lief and fantasize about magical lotions, elixirs, and other forms of social war
paint’ (Rook & Levy 1983: 331). Thus even low-level repetitive consumption
behaviour enacted in private has the potential to play an important role in the
construction and maintenance of the self.

Consumption as a Symbolic Vocabulary

In this perspective, consumption is but one element of identity practice, but it is
a rich resource for social action and shared interpretations. An explosion of
consumption choices threatens current identity trajectories and necessitates the
development of new social competencies as a member of new communities of
practice. Consumption of the symbolic meaning of goods plays a central role in
supplying meanings and values for the performance of social practices (Elliott &
Wattanasuwan 1998) and advertising is recognized as one of the major sources
of these symbolic meanings. These cultural meanings are transferred to brands
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and it is brands which are often used as symbolic resources for the construction
and maintenance of identity (McCracken, 1987; Mick & Buhl 1992). However,
a wider definition of consumption practices implicates popular culture as a major
source of meaning, for example, the consumption of TV programmes has been
identified as helping consumers learn how to perform the social practices of
drinking coffee (Hirschman, Scott & Wells 1998). Meanings also emerge in the
interpersonal communication among consumers and may later become socially
shared meaning: ‘Shared meanings involving media content will arise among
participants in the social action performances of reception and subsequent
accommodation’ (Anderson & Meyer 1988: 47).

The rich symbolic vocabulary used in advertising is a prime resource for iden-
tity construction and maintenance. Ritson and Elliott (1999) describe the impor-
tant role of advertising in providing verbal and behavioural resources that are
used by young people in the expression of the self, as a source of metaphoric
meaning, in the maintenance of group membership and the development of new
rituals. But this vocabulary is not a one-way meaning transfer. The meaning of a
particular advertisement is not given within the advertisement itself, for as
Anderson and Meyer (1988) point out: ‘meaning is not delivered in the commu-
nication process, rather it is constructed within it.’ But the meaning that
consumers construct from advertising is viscous in nature, and signification
through the media is likely to be much less potent than signification through
actual behavioural experience (Elliott, Eccles & Hodgson 1993). Certainly, there
is considerable empirical evidence that attitudes formed through direct experi-
ence are stronger, more accessible, held more confidently and are more predic-
tive of behaviour than those derived from mediated experience through adver-
tising (e.g. Fazio & Zanna 1978; Smith & Swinyard 1988). Thus lived experience
with a brand, through purchase and usage over the life cycle, will tend to domi-
nate the mediated experience of advertising, and both forms of experience will
be validated through social interaction.

Narrative identity theory (Ricoeur 1984, 1992) suggests that in order to make
time human and socially shared, we require a narrative identity for our self, that
is, we make sense of ourselves and our lives by the stories we can (or cannot) tell.
Thus we come to know ourselves by the narratives we construct to situate
ourselves in time and place. This task can be greatly aided by symbolic
resources, the main one articulated by Ricoeur (1977) is literature which gives
structure and meaning to the complexity and confusion of life by providing a
causal model for the individual by linking disparate life events into a coherent
sequence. However, advertising can also be used as a symbolic resource for the
construction of narratives to give sense to our life history and personal situation:
the soap opera is still a mainstay of advertising executions which situates the
brand and the consumer in a powerful representation of narrative sequence.
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Consumption Practices and Identity

We can model the tension between our ability to construct identities through
social practices, drawing partly on resources from consumption, and the limita-
tions on our freedom to escape our material history and social position. While we
can learn ways of being and develop social competencies across our various
communities of practice, our ability to escape the structures of culture is limited.
Thus the self in action as we travel on trajectories of identity is constantly being
developed and re-developed as we make consumption choices and perform
consumption practices, always within historical constraints. 

Some Methodological Issues Arising From A Social Action
Perspective

We can now explore the implications for consumer research of this approach to
identity as a situated social practice. As the self is constructed and maintained
along trajectories of identity across various communities of practice, meaning is
always in contest, contradictory and under negotiation. As meaning is negotiated
between self-identity and social identities, between embodied performance and
cognitive elaboration, between reason and emotion, between mediated and lived
experience, between language and materiality, so we can expect that it is not a
simple matter to study these phenomena. Two key issues are the extent to which
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people are able to report fully and accurately on their behaviour: the ‘limitations
of asking’ (Mariampolski 1999) and the problem that ‘people don’t always do
what they say’, (Fellman, 1999). The limitations of asking are illustrated by a
recent meta-analysis of 100 survey studies comparing how well data on purchase
intentions actually predicted subsequent sales, which concluded that ‘people are
generally not reliable predictors of their own long-term purchasing behaviour for
any type of good’ (Ovans 1998). 

The distance between saying and doing is illustrated by a study of the
consumption practices of a group of very religious Buddhist teenagers in
Thailand (Wattanasuwan & Elliott 1999). It became clear that their actual behav-
iour was in stark contradiction with their expressed beliefs and descriptions of
their actions. When discussing their belief systems in group discussions and indi-
vidual interviews they were adamant in their contemptuous rejection of brands
and other manifestations of consumer culture. Yet when accompanied on shop-
ping trips the teenagers dropped their anti-materialist values when they saw
famous brands on sale and went ahead and made purchases with apparent glee.

Quasi-Ethnography

A step towards tackling these issues is the use of quasi-ethnographic methods
which utilize a wide range of different approaches to the study of contextualized
consumption practices (Elliott & Jankel-Elliott 2003). Extending beyond the
conventional ethnography of participant and non-participant observation, quasi-
ethnography uses anything that can get us closer to people’s lived reality. For
example, in a study of the mobile consumer, we gave the individual and one
member of their family a dictaphone and a credit-card-sized prompt to carry
around for a week responding to questions regarding feelings, consumption and
unmet needs as they perceived them within various contexts. This method was
particularly important for accessing thoughts and emotions ‘on the move’ as pilot
work made it clear that people could not remember what they did let alone how
they felt about it.

In studying the concept of ‘flow’ in addictive consumption, as well as accom-
panied shopping and other traditional approaches, Eccles and Elliott (1995) used
an experience-sampling method which entailed informants recording their
current mood into dictaphones at predetermined times of the day. Now with the
availability of text messaging this approach is being updated and promises to
yield new insights into emotion and lived experience.

The availability of low-cost digital video-recording technology has made it
feasible to issue informants with a digital camera and ask them to record
episodes from their life without the presence of the researcher. In a study of the
dynamics of symbolic brand communities and their consumption of fashion
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brands, we were interested in authentic and inauthentic identity performance and
asked our informants to keep a video-diary where they recalled instances of
when they observed people who ‘got it right or just got it wrong’ (Elliott &
Davies 2003).

Cooperative Inquiry

A further step towards dealing with the complexities of human life is the use of
cooperative inquiry (Reason 1994; Heron 1996). This approach takes seriously
the humanistic idea that human beings are self-reflexive agents who can
contribute fully to a research project, ideally at all stages. This involves recruiting
an ‘inquiry group’ which will work as a team with the researcher to investigate a
particular issue. For example, in order to study the role of personal conversations
in the development of trust in brands, Edwards, Davies and Elliott (2002)
recruited a team of friendship-pairs who recorded their everyday talk and
reflected on the role of brands in maintaining their friendships over time. This
allowed the researchers to access ‘naturally occurring speech’ in a personal
context, a task that had presented an extremely difficult challenge to other
research methods.

Conclusion

By widening the focus of research into identity and consumption to include
embodied performances, communities of practice and ritual; by recognizing the
historical limitations on the social construction of reality and therefore on the
self; by acknowledging the negotiated and contested nature of meaning, we prob-
lematize the study of the consumer. By adopting cooperative approaches to
inquiry along with a wide range of quasi-ethnographic methods we can increase,
a little, our ability to cope with the complex social practices of consumer culture.

References

Aaker, J. (1999), ‘The Malleable Self: The Role of Self-Expression in
Persuasion’, Journal of Marketing Research, 36 (Feb): 45–57.

Adkins, L. and Lury, C. (1999), ‘The Labour of Identity: Performing Identities,
Performing Economies’. Economy and Society, 28(4): 598–614.

Anderson, J. and T. Meyer (1988), Mediated Communication: A Social Action
Perspective. London: Sage.

Bhaskar, R. (1989), Reclaiming Reality: A Critical Introduction to Contemporary
Philosophy, London: Verso.

Billig, M., Condor, S., Edwards, D., Gane, M., Middleton, D., & Radley, A.

– 139 –

Making Up People

02 Elusive Consumption  22/1/04  8:25 pm  Page 139



(1988). Ideological Dilemmas: A Social Psychology of Everyday Thinking.
London: Sage Press.

Bourdieu, Pierre (1977), Outline of a Theory of Practice, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Brake, M. (1985), Comparative Youth Culture, London: Routledge and Kegan
Paul.

Burawoy, M. (1998), ‘The Extended Case Method’, Sociological Theory, 16(1):
4–33.

Collins, J. (1993). ‘Determination and Contradiction: An Appreciation and
Critique of the Work of Pierre Bourdieu on Language and Education’. In C.
Calhoun, E. LiPuma, & M. Postone (eds.), Bourdieu: Critical Perspectives.
Cambridge: Polity Press.

Cova, B. (2003), ‘Analyzing and Playing with ‘Tribes Which Consume’’,
Finanza, Marketing & Produzione.

Eccles, S. & Elliott, R. (1995), ‘Addictive Consumption & the Experience-
Sampling Method’, Proceedings of the Marketing Education Group Annual
Conference, University of Bradford.

Edwards, H., Davies, A. and Elliott, R. (2002), ‘Consumers and Their Personal
Conversations: Where Brand Equity is Built’, Proceedings of The British
Academy of Management Annual Conference, London: University of
Middlesex.

Elliott, R. and Davies, A. (2003), ‘Symbolic Brand Communities and the
Authenticity of Identity Performance.’ Discussion Paper, Centre For
Consumer Research, University of Exeter.

–– and Jankel-Elliott, N. (2003) ‘Using Ethnography in Strategic Con-
sumer Research’, Qualitative Marketing Research: An international journal,
5(4). 215–233.

––, Eccles, S. and Hodgson, M. (1993) ‘Re-Coding Gender Representations:
Women, Cleaning Products, and Advertising’s “New Man”’. International
Journal of Research in Marketing, 10: 311–24.

–– and Wattanasuwan, K. (1998), ‘Brands as Resources for the Symbolic
Construction of Identity’ International Journal of Advertising, 17 (2): 131–44.

Entwistle, J. (2000), The Fashioned Body, Cambridge: Polity Press.
Fairclough, N. (1989). Language and Power. London: Longman.
Fazio, R. and Zanna, M. (1978) ‘On the Predictive Validity of Attitudes: The Role

of Direct Experience and Confidence’. Journal of Personality, 46: 228–43.
Featherstone, M. (1991), ‘The Body in Consumer Culture’, in M. Featherstone,

M. Hepworth and B. Turner (eds.), The Body: Social Process and Cultural
Theory, London: Sage.

Fellman, M. (1999), ‘Breaking Tradition’, Marketing Research, 11(3): 20–5.
Fiske, J. (1987). Television Culture. London: Routledge.

– 140 –

Richard Elliott

02 Elusive Consumption  22/1/04  8:25 pm  Page 140



Gadamer, H. (1989), Trans. J. Weinsheimer, Truth and Method, London: Sheed
and Ward.

Gergen, K. (1999), An Invitation to Social Constructionism, London: Sage.
Gerholm, T. (1988), ‘On Ritual: A Post-Modernist View’, Ethnos, 3–4: 190–203.
Giddens, A. (1991) Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late

Modern Age. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Goffman, E. (1969), The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. London: Allen

Lane.
Goulding, C., Shankar, A. and Elliott, R. (2002), ‘Working Weeks, Rave

Weekends: Identity Fragmentation and the Emergence of New Communities’,
Consumption, Markets and Culture, 5 (4): 261–84.

Hebdige, D. (1979), Subculture: The Meaning of Style, London: Methuen.
Heron, J. (1996), Co-operative Inquiry: Research into the Human Condition,

London: Sage.
Hirschman, E., Scott, L. and Werlls, W. (1998), ‘A Model of Product Discourse:

Linking Consumer Practice to Cultural Texts’, Journal of Advertising, 27(1):
33–50.

Holt, D. B. (2002) ‘Why do Brands cause Trouble? A dialectical theory of con-
sumer culture and branding’, Journal of Consumer Research, 29(1): 70–90.

Jenkins, R. (1996) Social Identity. London: Routledge.
Kleine, R. E., III, S. Kleine and J. B. Kernan (1993), ‘Mundane Consumption

and the Self: A social identity perspective’, Journal of Consumer Psychology,
2(3): 209–35.

Laverie, D., R.E. Kleine III and S. Kleine (2002), ‘Reexamination and Extension
of Kleine, Kleine and Kernan’s Social Identity Model of Mundane
Consumption: The Mediating Role of the Appraisal Process’, Journal of
Consumer Research, 28(4): 659–70.

Lévi-Strauss, C. (1977), Structural Anthropology 2, London: Allen Lane.
Mariampolski, H. (1999), ‘The Power of Ethnography,’ Journal of the Market

Research Society, 4(1): 75–92.
Mauss, M. (1979), ‘Body Techniques’ in Sociology and Psychology, tr. B.

Brewster, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.
McCracken, G. (1987) ‘Advertising: Meaning or Information?’. In M.

Wallendorf and P. E. Anderson (eds.) Advances in Consumer Research XIV.
Provo, UT: Association for Consumer Research.

McCracken, G. (1988) Culture and Consumption: New Approaches to The
Symbolic Character of Consumer Goods and Activities. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press.

Mick, D. G. and C. Buhl (1992) ‘A Meaning-Based Model of Advertising
Experiences’. Journal of Consumer Research, 19: 317–38.

Nancarrow, C. Nancarrow, P. and Page, J. (2002), ‘An Analysis of the Concept of

– 141 –

Making Up People

02 Elusive Consumption  22/1/04  8:25 pm  Page 141



Cool and its Marketing Implications’, Journal of Consumer Behaviour, 1(4),
311–22.

Ovans, A. (1998), ‘The Customer Doesn’t Always Know Best’, Harvard
Business Review, May/June, 76, 3,

Pountain, D. and Robins, D. (2000), Cool Rules: Anatomy of an Attitude, London:
Reaktion Books.

Pujol, J. and Montenegro, M. (1999), ‘Discourse or Materiality? Impure
Alternatives for Recurrent Debates’, in D. Nightingale and J. Cromby (eds.),
Social Constructionist Psychology: A Critical Analysis of Theory and
Practice, Buckingham: Open University Press.

Reason, P. (1994), ‘Three Approaches to Participative Inquiry’, in N. Denzin and
Y. Lincoln (eds.) Handbook of Qualitative Research, Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage.

Ricoeur, P. (1977) The Rule of Metaphor: Multi-disciplinary Studies of the Creat-
ion of Meaning in Language, tr. R. Czery, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.

Ricoeur, P. (1984) Time and Narrative, Vol. 1. tr. K. McLaughlin and D. Pellar.
Chicago: Chicago University Press.

Ricoeur, P. (1992) Oneself as Another, tr. K. Blamey. Chicago: Chicago
University Press.

Ritson, M. and Elliott, R. (1999), ‘The Social Uses of Advertising: An
Ethnographic Study of Adolescent Advertising Audiences’, Journal of
Consumer Research, 26(3): 260–77.

Rook, D. (1985), ‘The Ritual Dimension of Consumer Behaviour’, Journal of
Consumer Research, 12: 251–64.

Rook, D. and Levy, S. (1983), ‘Psychosocial Themes in Consumer Grooming
Rituals’, Advances in Consumer Research, 10: 329–33.

Smith, R. and Swinyard, W. (1988), ‘Cognitive Response to Advertising and
Trial: Belief Strength, Belief Confidence and Product Curiosity’, Journal of
Advertising, 17(3): 3–14.

Tetreault, M. and Kleine, R. (1990), ‘Ritual, Ritualized Behaviour, and Habit:
Refinements and Extensions of the Consumption Ritual Construct,’ Advances
in Consumer Research, 17: 31–8.

Thompson, C. J. and D. L. Haytko (1997), ‘Speaking of Fashion: Consumers’
uses of fashion discourses and the appropriation of countervailing cultural
meanings’, Journal of Consumer Research 23: 15–42.

Thompson, C. J. (1990). Ideology and Modern Culture. Cambridge: Polity Press.
–– (1995) The Media and Modernity: A Social Theory of the Media. Cambridge:

Polity.
Thornton, S. (1995), Club Cultures: Music, Media and Subcultural Capital,

Cambridge: Polity.
Wattanasuwan, K. and Elliott, R. (1999), ‘The Buddhist Self and Symbolic

– 142 –

Richard Elliott

02 Elusive Consumption  22/1/04  8:25 pm  Page 142



Consumption: The Consumption Experience of Teenage Dhammakaya
Buddhists in Thailand,’ Advances in Consumer Research, 26: 150–5.

Weeden, C. (1987). Feminist Practice & Poststructuralist Theory. Oxford:
Blackwell.

Wenger, E. (1998), Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Willis, P. (1975), ‘The Expressive Style of a Motor-Bike Culture’, in J. Benthall
and T. Polhemus (eds.), The Body as a Medium of Expression. London: Allen
Lane.

– 143 –

Making Up People

02 Elusive Consumption  22/1/04  8:25 pm  Page 143



02 Elusive Consumption  22/1/04  8:25 pm  Page 144



–8–

Gender, Technology and Computer-Mediated
Communications in Consumption-Related

Online Communities

Pauline Maclaran, Margaret K. Hogg, Miriam
Catterall and Robert V. Kozinets

Introduction

Gender is a much more elusive concept than we often realize. Whilst many
people think of it as a homogeneous category, it is not.1 Rather, it is heteroge-
neous, involving ‘status, identity and display’ (Lorber 1999: 417) and these vary
across different groups of men and women. Thus gender, being derived from
socialization and social context, is potentially at once multiple, fluid and context-
dependent (Lorber 1999).

This chapter focuses on the intersections between gender, technology and
computer-mediated communications (CMC) in consumption-related online
communities and proposes a methodology that enables researchers to explore
better the nuances of gender effects online. First we discuss the relationship
between gender and technology, including how this impacts on communications
technologies. Then we detail the many issues surrounding the study of gender in
relation to CMC before going on to outline how online ethnography, termed
‘netnography’ by Kozinets (1997), can be combined with discourse analysis to
study the ways in which gender is performed online. We draw on findings from
an online consumption-related community, a digital camera discussion forum, to
illustrate how the consumption of CMC may exhibit important gendered and
gendering effects. Often online community consumption related topics tend to
skew discourse towards particular masculine or feminine styles that reflect the
gendered nature of many production and consumption practices (Auslander
1996). Within these communities a range of discursive strategies is employed
that relate to a variety of gendered and gendering positions. Our chapter
concludes by suggesting a research agenda for future gender research in relation
to online consumption-related communities.
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Gender and Technology

Early feminist work in this area focused on how technology impacted on women
at home and at work. Women were often portrayed as the passive victims of tech-
nology, which was seen as embodying patriarchal and capitalist interests (Lubar
1998; Wajcman 2000). By the end of the 1980s the emphasis in technology
studies and in feminism had shifted towards a less deterministic and a more
social constructionist view of technology and gender. Studies that examined how
technologies are developed and used emphasized how various groups of people
involved with a technology (designers, users and so on) can understand and inter-
pret it differently. Similarly, gender was increasingly conceptualized as a
performance, ‘gender is not fixed in advance of social interaction, but is
constructed in interaction’ (Wajcman 2000, p. 456). As a result, recent and
current studies of the relationships between gender and technology emphasize ‘a
two-way mutually shaping relationship between gender and technology in which
technology is both a source and consequence of gender relations and vice-versa’
(Faulkner 2001: 81). Research focuses on three interlinked aspects of gender and
technology relationships: structures; gender symbols; and identities (Wajcman
2000; Faulkner 2001). 

In respect of structural aspects, there are strong divisions of labour around
technology both in its production and consumption (Cockburn 1992; Hocks
1999). The consumption of technology can become gendered by association. For
example, few household technologies are used equally by males and females.
White goods, such as washing machines and those employed in routine domestic
tasks are more commonly used by women and associated with femaleness. By
contrast, technologies for less routine household tasks, such as power drills, and
black/brown goods, such as music centres, are more commonly used by men and
associated with maleness (Cockburn 1997). 

By contrast there are comparatively few studies of the gender-technology
production relationship. This is largely because few women are involved in the
early stages of technology innovation and design, (although they are, of course,
involved as production workers). Cockburn (1997) and Cockburn and Ormrod
(1993) showed how unequal gender relations can shape the design and develop-
ment of new technologies. Product engineers (largely male) consider housework
technology to be simple and uninteresting whereas working on leisure and enter-
tainment technology is seen as challenging state-of-the-art work (Cockburn
1997). In their pioneering study of the microwave oven, Cockburn and Ormrod
(1993) showed how the product was designed by male engineers and female
input to technological development was limited to the contribution of (female)
home economists. The technical skills of these women were undervalued by the
engineers and they exerted little influence on product development. 
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In addition to gender structures, gender symbolism can make a significant
contribution to making technologies a male domain (Rommes, Van Osst &
Oudshoorn 2001) and technologies may incorporate symbols, metaphors and
values that have masculine connotations (Wajcman, 2000). According to Pacey
(1983) high-tech areas such as space technologies emphasize hegemonic mascu-
line values such as the power of humankind to control the universe, whereas low-
tech areas such as household technologies developed to improve living condi-
tions for the elderly are more likely to stress hegemonic feminine values such as
care and user-friendliness. Thus, features can be designed into technologies that
reflect and also reinforce gender stereotypes (Faulkner 2001). In other words, the
‘symbolic’ gendering of the technology can have material effects. For example,
the microwave oven was originally designed as a ‘brown good’ for heating
prepared meals and was targeted at young male users who would not wish to
spend too much time preparing meals. User instructions suggested that the
microwave was complex and high technology and it was sold in brown goods
outlets along with video recorders and stereo systems. When the product failed
to achieve expected market success, it was redesigned as a ‘white good’ with
more extensive cooking facilities, including roasting and grilling. It was now
aimed at the whole family where it was assumed that women would largely
engage in meal preparation. Consequently, simpler pictograms suggested use
possibilities, and it was sold alongside other white goods such as cookers and
refrigerators (Cockburn & Ormrod, 1993; Oudshoorn, Saetnan & Lie 2002). 

This example illustrates the problems associated with assuming production-
consumption and male-female dichotomies when thinking about gender and tech-
nology relationships. The ‘gender’ of the microwave oven altered in terms of its
targeted users, how and where it was sold and in its user instructions. In this
instance designers and marketers made assumptions about the users and the
meanings they would attach to the product. Similarly, the wireless (radio) crossed
gender boundaries. Initially, it was aimed at male hobbyists interested in locating
distant stations and advertised as scientific and modern. Whilst the radio audience
was largely male, the market for radio advertising was primarily female
consumers. As a result, the aesthetics of the product were improved to be more
like a piece of furniture and it was promoted as a family product that could
enhance domesticity and family life (Carlat 1998). However, users in interacting
with the technology can reinterpret the meanings and uses ascribed it by designers
and marketers (Silverstone & Hirsch 1992; Berg 1994). The early marketers of the
telephone envisioned it as a business tool and, with a domestic connection, busi-
nessmen could be contacted at home. Telephone companies did not approve of
women using these home telephones for frivolous reasons to chat to friends and
family. Women, by contrast, identified the potential of the domestic telephone to
build and maintain social networks and relationships. It took a long time for the
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telephone companies to realize this and charge for the duration of the call rather
than the connection made (Martin 1991; Rakow 1992; Fischer 1992).

Clearly, not all technologies are ascribed male or female by producers or
consumers. Faulkner (2001) points out that some technologies such as the
cassette recorder are not gendered at all or have very weak associations with
gender. She goes on to point out that ‘plenty of women do jobs that are extremely
technical, just as plenty of men are technically incompetent. In short, there are
huge mismatches between the image and practice of technology with respect to
gender’ (86). Despite this, images of technology as male persist and male gender
identities continue to be tied up with technology at work and at leisure. 

Wajcman (2000: 454) noted that ‘men’s affinity with technology is now seen
as integral to the constitution of male gender identity and the culture of tech-
nology’. Studies of professional engineers have revealed the sheer pleasure that
these men obtain from working with technologies and is a key element both in
their individual identities and professional culture (McIlwee & Robinson 1992;
Faulkner 2001). By contrast, female engineers did not share this male obsession
with technology (McIlwee & Robinson 1992). Hacker (1989) and Downey and
Lucena (1995) have suggested that engineers’ pleasure in technology may be
compensation when other sources of job satisfaction are limited or where they
feel they have relatively less power in the workplace compared with professional
managers. Males who have little positional or class power may find a kind of
compensatory symbolic power in technology. Referring to various studies on
computer hackers, technical hobbyists and computer programmers, Faulkner
(2001) quotes Edwards (1996), ‘For men, to whom power is an icon of identity
and an index of success, a microworld can become a challenging arena for an
adult quest for power and control’. 

In addition, Cockburn (1985), Wajcman (2000) and Faulkner (2001) have
argued that men’s absorption with technology may offer sensual and even erotic
pleasures. In her study of engineering students, Hacker (1989: 49) identified the
erotic possibilities and sensual pleasures that can be gained from working with
and exerting control or mastery over technology, ‘the discipline in a sense eroti-
cized power relations – glory and status in pain given and taken; or pleasure
withheld; the postures of superiority or dominance and submission; a fetishism
with special equipment and technique’. 

Much feminist writing on gender and technologies strikes a pessimistic note
with regard to the difficulties of undermining and reinventing the male-tech-
nology association. By contrast, Haraway (1985, 1997) has argued that science
and technology in forms such as reproductive technology and virtual reality offer
the potential to rewrite gender. In the discussion that follows we focus on the
already substantial and increasing body of work on gender and computer-medi-
ated communications. 
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Gender and Computer-Mediated Communications

It is often assumed that the computer has no inherent gender bias (Turkle 1986).
Much research on Internet communications has tended to assume a democratic
communication model. In other words, it has often highlighted the potential
freedom of access and social anonymity that the Internet provides (Herring 1993;
Yates 1993; Landow 1993). It was hoped that this relatively anonymous text-
based medium would result in a lessening of communication inequalities based
on gender, race, class and other social cues. Similarly postmodern perspectives
promote the abstract concept of cyberspace and identity playfulness as escape
routes from the physicality of biological sex and from the concomitant social and
cultural constrictions of gender. However, there is strong research evidence to
demonstrate that, although the computer has no inherent gender bias, computer
culture is not equally neutral (Turkle 1986) and that, as with other technologies,
its discourses and practices reproduce the same unequal power relations that are
embedded in our institutions and cultural processes (Hocks 1999). Online inter-
action cannot be separated, therefore, from the offline social and political
contexts of participants’ everyday lives (Kendall 1999).

Turkle (1986) shows how women’s traditional relationship with technology
influences their reactions to computer culture, a culture that has been dominated
by male-associated images of competition, sports, violence and pornography,
aspects that she highlights as keeping women ‘fearful and far away from the
machine’ (41). From an early age boys are socialized into the use of computers
through the plethora of computer games that cater for their needs. By contrast,
few computer games are designed to appeal to girls and even an innocuous, but
highly popular, computer game such as Tomb Raider reinforces stereotypical
images of women, with its central character portrayed as a sex object complete
with bursting bust line (Hocks 1999). 

In recent years there has been the development of some girl-orientated soft-
ware although this has also received criticism on the grounds that it is based on
an essentialist assumption that girls and boys have different preferences and does
nothing to challenge the assumptions that underpin traditional gender
dichotomies (Yates & Littleton 2001). In their research on children’s reactions to
computer games, Yates and Littleton (2001) emphasize the importance of social
and cultural context and how these influence the reading of software. Different
metaphors and representations alter possible readings in the software that chil-
dren can make and, in turn, affect their performance with the software. They
suggest that the preferred readings of most computer games are orientated to
male subject positions and cultural competencies. 

As regards the Internet, feminists such as Harvey (1997) have highlighted how
its origins were in the male worlds of the military, the academy, engineering and
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industry and how this accounts for the lessened participation of women and other
minority groups. The persistence of sexism on the Internet has been well docu-
mented (Bruckman 1993; Spender 1995). In her research on social MUDs
(‘multi-user domains/dimensions/dungeons’ where interactive role-playing
games take place), Kendall (1996) shows how such online environments may feel
particularly foreign to women as they are encountering a social atmosphere with
behaviour patterns formed largely by men. The women participants in her study
were regularly exposed to sexual harassment in the form of sexist jokes, rude
comments and bullying. Although participants in a MUD can choose their
gender designation (male, female or gender-neutral), this does not change the
expectations that are attached to particular gender identifications. Thus, Kendall
(1996) finds that how male and female characters behave depends on wider
cultural beliefs about feminine and masculine behaviours so that, even in this
new fantasy environment, standard expectations of masculinity and femininity
still dominate. Consequently, the attributes of female characters tend to be less
valued than their male counterparts, with many fewer people electing to play
female characters. 

Similarly, in her study of MOOs (multi-user object-oriented worlds), White
(2001) argues that MOO commands perpetuate a series of limiting identity
constructs. Drawing on feminist theories of the gaze (for example, Mulvey
1986), she shows how, despite other types of character representations, overall
there is a stereotypical body construction of characters that supports Mulvey’s
split of the gaze into active/male and passive/female. According to White (143),
these descriptions ‘perpetuate the dominant cinema’s scripting of male subjects
who control and look upon female objects’.

As previously discussed, virtual environments offer ways to go beyond a
binary approach to gender. Much has been written about the potential for gender
switching on the Internet, particularly in virtual social environments such as chat
rooms, discussion groups and MUDS and MOOs (Rheingold 1993; Bruckman
1993; Turkle 1986) and feminists such as Plant (1997) have welcomed the liber-
ating possibilities. For example, LambdaMoo, one of the oldest and largest
MOOs, offers a choice of 10 designations: male, female, Spivak, neuter, either,
splat, egotistical, plural, second and royal. Yet, in a recent study of 435 MOO
users, Roberts and Parks (2001) found that only a minority engaged in gender-
switching and more than half of those who did only did so for less that 10 per
cent of their time online. Furthermore, 78.7 per cent of participants who
switched genders kept within traditional gender binaries and made little use of
other, gender-neutral categories. The biggest predictor of gender switching was
the type of virtual environment, with participants in role-playing MOOs being
twice as likely to gender-switch as those who participated in more socially orien-
tated MOOs. Thus it seems that the tendency to gender-switch is context-
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dependent and heavily influenced by the fantasy nature of a particular site
(Roberts & Parks 2001).

Chen, Davies and Elliott (2002) describe one such fantasy website, ‘Raising
Men For Fun,’ an online dating game that reverses traditional Chinese gender
relationships with women playing the role of master and men playing the role of
their pet. From an in-depth qualitative study with participants, Chen et al. (2002)
find that the website offers only partial liberation from traditional Chinese
culture which is often used to authenticate online gender identities. Although
participants established relationships in a non-traditional way to engage in types
of gender play, this was short-lived and neither men nor women could sustain the
reversed gender role of master or pet for long. Moreover, cases of gender deceit
(i.e. a women playing a male ‘pet’ or a man playing a female ‘master’) resulted
in acute anxieties for the deceitful player in terms of their relationship with their
online partner which again made this deception unsustainable in the long term. 

Gender, Language and Computer-Mediated Communications

Despite the potential afforded by the Internet to gender-switch and to adopt
gender-neutral identity, a major reason why Internet communications often fail
to mask the gender of their originator is that there are clear differences in the
ways that males and females use language. Although there are different schools
of thought on the reasons for such language differences (Lakoff 1990; Tannen
1984; Cameron 1997), there is general agreement on what these differences are.
From a ‘different languages’ perspective (Jones 1999), women’s speech uses
more hedges and fillers (eg ‘you know’ and ‘sort of’), tag questions (eg, ‘she’s
very nice, isn’t she?’), qualifiers and so forth (Lakoff 1975; Fishman 1983). In
taking this perspective, there is the risk that women’s language is seen as defi-
cient and man’s language as superior (Spender 1980). For example, it means that
women’s interactional style is often perceived by others, particularly men, to be
uncertain and unassertive. Lakoff (1975) argues that women are socialized to
speak in ways that are perceived as weak, thus reproducing the potential for their
oppression within a partriarchal system.

In contrast, a ‘two cultures’ perspective (Jones 1999) seeks to reinstate
‘women talk’ (Spender 1980) as valid in its own right, seeing men’s and women’s
speech styles as different because they have different conversational goals, the
reasons for which are located in the wider sociocultural environment (Tannen
1991; Gilligan 1993). Thus, cultural differences can explain why women use
conversation to connect with others (Tannen 1991) and their conversational goals
are likely to be relational. They use more narrative in speech, ask more questions,
encourage others to speak and give more credit to others’ viewpoints. Men’s
conversational goals, on the other hand, are more likely to be transactional and
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focused on outcomes. They are likely to get to the point quickly, to interrupt and
challenge, to speak more and to make more attempts to control the discussion.
By way of illustrating these differences, Tannen (1991: 77) contrasts women’s
‘rapport-talk’ with men’s ‘report-talk’.

Others, such as Crawford (1995), argue that both these positions polarize
men’s and women’s behaviour and that they fail to take into account other analyt-
ical categories of difference such as race, class, age and sexual orientation.
Representing male and female language as dichotomous overlooks many of the
complexities that exist in everyday speech situations and there are many studies
to suggest that interactional context influences the extent to which men’s and
women’s speech can be differentiated (Swann 1989; Bem 1993; Freed 1996). To
overcome the limitations of gender polarization, Crawford (1995) suggests a
functional rather than a static view of how language is used, emphasizing how
difference (and similarities) are continually evolving and changing because they
are contextually dependent and created in interaction.

The Internet provides a rich variety of interactive contexts in which to study
the relationship between language and gender. In relation to gender and
computer-mediated communications environments, much of the research has
been informed by the above studies of face-to-face communication. In particular,
according to Herring’s (1993) study of Web-based discussions the major differ-
ences between men and women are:

• Disparity in participation with males contributing more frequently than
females;

• Messages from females are shorter than average;

• Females’ messages gain fewer replies in mixed-gender interactions;

• Male postings are more likely to be information centered whilst female post-
ings are more personal;

• Males and females conform to different gender-associated language styles and
content.

In mixed-sex conversations, even when a discussion topic is closer to women’s
interests and experience, it has been found that men still tend to monopolize
(Herring 1994). Aggressive behaviour such as ‘flaming’, which is common in
electronic communication, favours men (Herring 1994; Spender 1995), allowing
them to dominate conversations and often creating a hostile environment for
women. 

It is also the case that females deliberately engage in ‘male strategies’ in order
to remain in the interaction and make themselves heard. Indeed females deliber-
ately take on ‘male’ identities in order to gain credibility. These differences have
been further supported in the work of Holmes (1992), Pagnucci and Mauriello
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(1999), Jaffe, Lee, Huang and Oshagan (1999), Barrett and Lally, (1999) and
Yates (2000). A study by Jaffe et al. (1999) that examined the influence of pseu-
donymous identification indicated that, unlike men, women tended to mask their
gender with their pseudonym choice and they also demonstrated more frequent
social interdependence than men did.

Drawing on Butler’s (1990) conception of gender as a series of performances,
a work-in-progress that is constantly under construction, Rodrino (1997) urges
us to rethink gender in relation to CMC in a way that overcomes the limitations
of traditional gender dichotomizing. She argues that studies on gender differ-
ences in CMC styles and the relationship between power and gender in CMC
have tended to treat gender as pre-formed, rather than performed. Thus, subtle
similarities and differences between men’s and women’s speaking styles may be
overlooked. In her analysis of Internet Relay Chat (IRC), she finds that neither
the construction of gender, nor the function of discourse conform neatly to the
dichotomous categories implied by past research. Many gender performances
that she documents in IRC environments break out of binary gender categories.
However, whilst wishing to move beyond a binary approach to gender, she does
acknowledge that it is still important to expose the binary system where it is
oppressive and that the extent that this has to be done depends on whether
research is focused on gender effects or gender creation. 

To summarize, then, the extant literature offers strong support for the view
that, as in face-to-face situations, communication on the Internet is founded upon
the existing social structures that underlie inequalities in interaction, and these
lead to particular gendered and gendering effects within specific online contexts.
In the next section we will detail a methodology that helps us to explore further
the subtleties of gender online by enabling us to analyse online discourse in
terms of both its immediate context and its relationship to the wider sociocultural
environment.

A Methodology for Studying Gender Online: Netnographic
Discourse Analysis

We base our proposed methodology on the use of netnography (Kozinets 1997,
2002) in conjunction with discourse analysis (Potter & Wetherell 1987;
Fairclough 1990). Netnography is a term first coined by Kozinets (1997) to cover
the use of online ethnography in consumer research. Online ethnography has
emerged as a methodology for the Internet only within the past decade and is
used by sociologists to understand virtual communities (Fox & Roberts 1999;
Ward 1999; Hine 2000). These communities develop around interactive online
environments such as: electronic bulletin boards (Usenets/newsgroups); Web
Rings that bring together thematically linked web pages; emailing lists united by
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a common topic or interest; themed virtual locations in which interactions are
structured by role-playing rules (MUDs/MOOs); and chat rooms that are organ-
ized around common interests. Regardless of structure type, however, virtual
communities are characterized by groups of people with common value systems,
norms, rules and a sense of identity and association (Fernbank 1999). This means
that each virtual community is likely to have its own cultural composition, a
unique collective sense that members share.

Kozinets (2002) has demonstrated the importance of these communities for
marketers and how many of them deal with consumption-related phenomena.
Netnography is defined by Kozinets (1997: 470) as ‘a written account resulting
from fieldwork studying the cultures and communities that emerge from online,
computer-mediated, or Internet-based communications, where both the field-
work and the textual account are methodologically informed by the traditions
and techniques of cultural anthropology’. As suggested by Kozinets (1997),
netnographic research requires an immersive combination of participation and
observation. The key research procedures and considerations are (see Kozinets
2002):

1 Cultural Entrée: The key step in cultural entrée to an online community is a
form of non-participant observation, referred to as lurking. Lurking is impor-
tant to learn the rules or norms of the community because online communi-
ties can exhibit an idiosyncratic voice and a community style (Livia 1999). 

2. Fieldnotes and Other Data: There is a plentiful supply of data that can be
downloaded from the online environment and this saves the need for the time-
consuming task of tape transcriptions. This data may be in a variety of
formats, for example emails, web pages, bulletin board postings (and their
archival material) and text capture from chatroom discussions. Throughout
the research process more traditionally based fieldnotes (in the form of
memos etc.) will still be required to ensure researcher reflexivity and map the
process of data collection. 

3. Trust and Rapport: Building trust and rapport within the community under
study is important in any ethnographic research, but it is more difficult for the
online researcher to gain the trust of the community. Real life ethnography
offers researchers more opportunities to present their credentials and
persuade community gatekeepers of the potential (mutual) benefits of
research. Online researchers may need to consider establishing a website
where these credentials can be displayed along with details of the research
project.
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4. Interviews: Key limitations include the lack of paralinguistic cues and less
researcher control over the course of the interview (the interviewer cannot
interrupt a response to seek clarification and the informant can easily termi-
nate the interview at any time). Also, in the case of asynchronous CMC such
as bulletin boards, there is less spontaneity in participants’ responses.
Whereas observation and non-verbal cues are important in face-to-face inter-
views, online interviews can reveal different kinds of paralinguistic cues.
These include emoticons (smiling or frowning faces) and the use of capitals
and exclamation marks to connote emotions, points of emphasis, and so on. 

5. Ethics: The term ‘harvesting’ refers to the collecting of words of others and
there have been strong criticisms of researchers who harvest discussion lists
without seeking the permission of the individuals concerned (Sharf 1999).
Moreover, a researcher’s participation may upset the synergy of the commu-
nity, either by the act of lurking (chatroom facilities signal the presence of
lurkers) or by the introduction of particular discussion topics that serve the
researcher’s interests rather than those of the community.

6. Member Checks: Traditionally in ethnographic research, the researcher
engages in preparation work before fieldwork, enters the field and then leaves
the field for writing up. By contrast, the ‘field’ is ever present for the online
researcher, who may still be participating in the online community during the
final stages of the research. This allows for opportunities to check out the
researcher’s interpretation with online community members and even permit
collabourative interpretation. 

7. Research Representation: From an ethnographic perspective the term ‘repre-
sentation’ refers to how the researcher constructs a meaningful account of the
phenomena observed. Issues of representation and reproduction in real life
ethnographic research are well documented (Hammersley 1992), as is the
need to recognize that such interpretation will always be partial, reflecting the
theoretical and personal interests of the individual ethnographer (Arnould
1998). 

With online ethnography, ‘there is no underpinning ‘reality’ upon which partici-
pant’s representations might be based: the ‘community’ exists only in people’s
heads’ (Fox & Roberts 1999: 650). The anonymity of research participants, their
greater ‘control’ over the research situation and the possibilities of a more equi-
table relationship between researcher and researched means that the online
community may, as Ward (1999) suggests, move towards a position of ‘speaking
for itself’.
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Interpretation of Netnographic Data using Discourse Analysis
Given these issues of representation as well as the wealth of text-based data that
are generated, online ethnographies lend themselves readily to discourse
analysis. Discourse analysis is concerned primarily with the reality that texts
construct, a reality that can be evaluated on its own terms (Potter & Wetherell
1987; Fairclough 1990; Potter 1996; Hine 2000). Discourse analysis is a rela-
tively recent development in social psychology and attempts to incorporate
aspects of other discursive modes of enquiry, such as semiotics and poststruc-
turalism (see Elliott 1996 for a detailed overview). It focuses on action rather
than cognition and does so through language. Specifically, it examines how we
use language to make sense of and construct the social world. Discursive social
psychology is centrally concerned with talk or discourse (Potter 1996). In exper-
imental social psychology the individual is conceptualized as having a mind
rather like a complex computer that struggles to make sense of the world.
Discursive psychology, by contrast, shifts the focus from the individual to inter-
action between people. This makes it particularly relevant for studying virtual
communities with their many online interactions that are continuously docu-
mented. The central focus becomes the ways in which textual contributions are
justified and given authority and on how authors construct and perform their
identities through their postings (Hine 2000).

In focusing on how we construct our everyday worlds through the use of
language, discourse analysis illustrates how we are also constructed by this use
of language. It is sometimes defined as the analysis of language ‘beyond the
sentence’ (Tannen 1991). Like poststructuralism, it recognizes that discourse is
not a neutral means of expression, but rather it contains in-built power relations
and their concomitant ideological implications. This mode of analysis is there-
fore particularly suitable for gender researchers who seek to place marketing and
consumption phenomenon in the wider socio-economic and cultural structures. 

Construction, action and rhetoric are the central concepts of discourse
analysis. Rather than only studying the use of grammar, discourse analysts study
larger chunks of language in the context of their usage. Construction relates to
the ways that people construct versions of the world in the course of their inter-
actions with others, and how these versions are established as solid, real and
independent of the speaker. By means of discourse, people perform actions and
the nature of these actions can be identified through the analysis of discourse
(Potter 1996). Therefore discourse analysis looks at how people produce a
version of an account of an issue (i.e. language-in-use). Its aim is to expose the
taken for granted and analyse the consequences of underlying assumptions that
are made. 

Any data that presents itself as text may be subjected to discourse analysis. As
previously mentioned, in the online environment, this may include emails, web
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pages, bulletin board postings and text capture from chatroom discussions. Potter
and Wetherell (1987) suggest two main phases in the analytic approach: the first
looks for patterns in the data across both the differences and the commonalities
that occur; the second examines these patterns for contextual influences.
Emphasis is placed on examining and hypothesizing the function and effects that
accompany each discursive unit of analysis. Essentially the researcher is
concerned with two main components: accounting practices which are how
something is warranted or made plausible; and the identification of belief
systems which reveal the type of social understanding that is being used.
Whereas accounting practices refer to the everyday linguistic strategies that are
used to construct an account (‘the little d’), the identification of belief systems
refers to the wider sociocultural context and power relations (‘the big D’). These
procedures are accompanied by questions such as: 

• What activity are speakers engaged in when they say this? 

• What do they think they are doing by talking in this way at this time?

• What version of reality is being produced?

• What ways of talking are people drawing on to make their argument?

• What linguistic resources (i.e. symbols, metaphors, etc.) were needed to make
this version?

• What is the function, or consequence, of this version and not another?

To begin to answer these questions in the online environment it is crucial for the
researcher to have had a sufficient period of observation (‘lurking’) to learn the
‘idiosyncratic voice’ and style of the particular community. This learning process
also helps to make visible features of interactions that otherwise may be taken
for granted. In this way the researcher seeks to understand the ‘interpretive reper-
toires’ (Elliott 1996) that exist within a community. In the next section we will
illustrate how these principles of netnographic discourse analysis can be applied
in specific gender research contexts.

Gendered and Gendering Effects in a Consumption-Related Online
Community

The netnography that we use in our illustration was conducted by the authors for
a period of six months in a digital camera discussion forum and followed the key
procedures outlined above for the collection of netnographic data.We will now
look at examples of the application of discourse analysis to data collected from
this community and show how it relates to gendered and gendering effects
contained therein. In order to do this we consider the accounting practices of the
members in conjunction with the underpinning belief systems of the community.
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As we will show, both these aspects help us to understand more clearly the ‘idio-
syncratic voice’ of the community and the ‘interpretive repertoires’ that its
members share in relation to gender issues.

The Digital Camera Forum
First, in establishing patterns in the data as Potter and Wetherell (1987) suggest,
a pervasive message coming from the nature of the postings within this commu-
nity is that the digital camera is regarded widely by members as being at the
cutting edge of camera technology. Within the context of forum discussions,
‘out-dated’ is a word that recurs continuously alongside references to the fast
changing pace of digital camera development. Members worry that the equip-
ment they have, or are about to buy, will be left behind. 

A majority of postings focus on technical aspects as members discuss new
products, compare makes and models, and go into lengthy comparisons of
equipment and messages relating to such aspects gain the highest number of
responses. For example a message entitled ‘Grouping primary colour pixels in
RAW format’, generated 29 responses, ‘Digital versus SLR – is price justified’
54 responses and ‘Camera Recommendation’ 33 responses. The style and nature
of the content in the following posting is typical:

I currently own a Canon Powershot Pro901S and am considering part exchanging it for
a new camera with more mega pixels. I’m not wanting a digital slr, just a top of the
range prosumer digital camera. I’m looking for 5+ megapixels and also as large as
possible optical zoom. Can anyone reccommend any digital cameras that are worth part
exchanging for my pro 90?

Overall, these discussions reflect a rational decision-making ‘economic man’
model of consumer behaviour with the forum facilitating the information search
and evaluation of alternative stages of the buyer decision-making process. In
identifying belief systems, such discourse is also embedded within wider
discourses of high technology with their associations of scientific progress,
rationality and the ‘male’ side of the Cartesian dualisms such as logic, reason,
culture and so forth (Plumwood 1993). 

Whilst it may be going too far to suggest, following Henwood (1993), McNeill
(1987), Edwards (1996) and Faulkner (2001), that these discussions reflect some
quest for compensatory symbolic power or erotic pleasure, it is clear that they do
reflect a keen interest and pleasure in technical detail. The content and curt
nature of the introductions and sign-offs of the postings are also suggestive of a
technology orientation and a corresponding absence of people orientation,
between masculine instrumentalism and female expressiveness. There is a
distinct lack of social engagement between the discussants. 
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As Turkle (1986) pointed out women are often reticent about computing
because they see hobbyist hackers as the only model for intimacy with
computers. In a similar vein, an AAWU (American Association of University
Women) study (2000) found many female students competent computer users
but they were anxious about using them for reasons that included considering
computing a solitary activity, disconnected from social relationships. In other
words, to work closely with computers is to eschew meaningful social engage-
ment and they may encounter gender inauthenticity in doing so (Cockburn 1985;
Keller 1987). Thus, the reasons for the low number of postings from women on
the digital camera site may be less to do with disinterest in digital cameras and
more to do with the ambience of the site.

The focus on technical talk and the relative absence of people talk, expres-
siveness and social engagement cannot be viewed as a focus solely constructed
by the users of the digital camera technology. As was pointed out in the literature
review, technology is constructed by engineers, designers and marketers as well
as users. Those involved in the marketing and retailing of digital camera tech-
nology are also deeply implicated in its associated symbolism. At this stage in
the life cycle or diffusion cycle of the digital camera, the marketing focus is on
the superiority of the product over what it is intended to replace, namely 35mm
cameras. As such, much of the marketing and retailing of the product will focus
on its ‘superior’ technical capabilities over what was previously considered
cutting edge technology. These discussants, as users of the technology, are
simply reflecting and reinforcing such technical talk. Over time as the product
diffuses to larger market segments, the marketing focus is likely to shift to
branding and the discourse linked with the product is likely to alter. 

Thus the ambience and character of the site, its ‘idiosyncratic voice’, is
masculine both in its technical orientation and associated talk, and in the domi-
nance of men posting to the site. In contrast, there are very few postings by
women and, as the literature suggests (Herring 1993), their postings receive
fewer responses. When women are referred to in discussions, the discourse
follows traditional patterns of gender roles and their concomitant associations
with regard to decision-making over technology. For example, men talk of
buying cameras for wives, girlfriends and daughters, usually whilst making the
assumption that females will need a less high-tech, and cheaper, version to
ensure that the technology is not going to be wasted on them. The following
posting about a particular budget model of digital camera, the Canon A40, is
illustrative of such underpinning assumptions:

I bought a Canon A40 for my girlfriend thinking it would be a ‘decent’ 2 megapixel
camera for her. Boy was I wrong, I was jealous at just how damn good the pictures
were, almost as good as my $900 camera!
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Here the poster clearly identifies himself as the decision-maker for the purchase
of his girlfriend’s camera. His use of the term ‘decent’ requires no further expla-
nation by him. It presumes understanding by other members that a 2 megapixel
(regarded as ‘entry level’) camera will be sufficient for her needs with the
implicit assumption that she will not have the expertise to appreciate a higher-
tech, more expensive version. In another posting of a similar nature, a husband
relates how he has bought his wife a digital camera only to find that she wishes
to print off 300 photos to show her friends, instead of storing them on a CD or
using technology such as email to distribute them. The phrase ‘point & shoot’ is
associated with this social side and is a disparaging term used to denote those
photographers (frequently women) who lack technical expertise. This type of
discourse is embedded in the wider discourse of the social equals the feminine
equals low tech.

Most commonly the style of posting or, in other words, the ways of talking that
members draw on to make their arguments, follows a male model of ‘big talk’
(Alexander, Burt & Collinson: 1995) or ‘report talk’ (Tannen 1991) and women
posting to the site follow this same style. This means that discussions are mainly
transactional, containing few relational aspects or narrative devices. This male-
ness is further emphasized by use of terms such as ‘master photographer’ and
‘pixel-hound’ (denoting a digital camera fanatic). Such accounting practices
continually reinforce the community’s underpinning belief systems as previously
identified of high tech being associated with masculinity and, conversely, low
tech being equated with femininity.

Women who join in discussions in the forum do so on male terms and most
frequently use ‘male talk’. As their postings tend to be ignored more frequently,
they devise discursive strategies for gaining attention, particularly calling on the
‘expertise’ of the other (male) members. In the following sequence of postings
we see how a couple whose posting has been unanswered for 5 days are helped
by a female member who comes to their rescue.

Hi everyone we are new here and wondering about portrait photography. Does anyone
know what is the best kind of camera to use for portrait photography? Another thing is
the studio? I know about the backdrops and stuff. But is there anything else? Have a
nice day. 

(David and Morgan)

I’m sure there are experienced photographers here who can help you, so I’m bumping
this back to the top. (Pam)

It is extremely rare in this discussion forum for a posting to come from more
than one person. This posting stands out as markedly different, therefore,
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clashing with the overall individual and masculine norms of the community.
Moreover, the salutations at the beginning and end of the posting, ‘hi everyone’
and ‘have a nice day’, contravene the accepted community style of posting,
which is to come to a somewhat abrupt end after relevant information is shared
with little use of relational devices either at the beginning or the end. These are
factors that may explain why the posting goes unheeded for an unusual length of
time. By posting as she does in response, Pam ensures that the message is
brought to the board’s attention again. Her use of the term ‘experienced photog-
raphers’ is strategic and attracts two immediate and helpful responses, one of
which we will now use to illustrate a further point:

You don’t need a lot of equipment to take nice portraits. A north facing window and a
reflector made from cardboard and aluminium foil (or a silver mylar car window shade)
is really all you need to get started. I’ve got a good basic primer on my web page
(http://xxxxx) I learned most of it working as an assistant to Monte Zucker 30 years
ago. Monte learned most of what he knew from Joe Zeltsman. You can find tutorials by
Monte and Joe at http://www.zuga.net/freelessons/portrait.shtml

Analysis of the discourse used in this response reveals another aspect of the
community’s gendering effects. Portrait photography together with wedding
photography are constructed in community discourse as the softer, more social
and feminine side of photography that requires less high-tech equipment.
Consequently they are also less esteemed, a fact that is evidenced in the low
number of postings that any messages on these topics receives. In the above
quote, we can see how the poster sets himself up as an expert by association with
other experts and by his long-standing career in photography. This makes him
qualified to respond to Pam’s call and adds weight to his view that only very basic
items are considered to be required initially, such as cardboard and aluminium
foil, items that are readily obtainable in most households and that denote the area
as low tech. 

In a second response to Pam’s call, another self-identified ‘expert’ suggests
that portrait photography requires adept social interaction with the subjects of the
photograph to put them at their ease. It also requires an intimacy with the
subjects – at least for as long as the photographic session lasts. The quality of the
photographs will depend more on the interaction between the photographer and
his or her subjects (subjects are messy) and perhaps rather less on the technical
capabilities of the camera. In a discussion forum that focuses almost exclusively
on the technical capabilities of the equipment it is then hardly surprising that the
initial posting received such a poor response. Indeed research on those working
in technology-focused professions have emphasized the paring down of the
social as an irrelevancy. For example, in her study of engineering education
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Hacker (1989) found that ‘the student must learn to perceive the world of mech-
anisms and machinery as embodying mathematical and physical principle alone,
must in effect learn to see not what is there but irrelevant … reductionism is the
lesson’. The discussion on digital cameras reflects this paring down of ‘social’
irrelevancy. 

Amid the trading-information type of postings that occur, there are a few that
are very noticeably different. For example, two such postings entitled ‘Female
Logic’ and ‘Miss America Pageant’ generated long threads of 61 and 44 posting
respectively. In the former thread stories are shared about experiences of female
illogic, while in the latter, the discussion of the photogenic aspects of the contest-
ants leads to a very basic discussion on the merits of their physical attributes:

I deny anyone to post a link to a photo of a xxxx2 woman with a really nice butt,
because all xxxx women have small flat butts. As far as I am concerned, for a woman
to be attractive, it is necessary that she have a nice ass, Of course, this disqualifies all
Miss America contestants, but at least they aren’t ‘butt ugly’ like xxxx women. Just to
make this about digital photography, by ‘nice’, I mean ‘digitally photogenic’.

It is also interesting to note that the webmaster who has censored other contro-
versial threads from the site does nothing to stop this one. The only small note of
protest, from one poster who asks if ‘ugly’ is too strong a word to use in this
context, goes unheeded and the discussion continues unabated. 

We have characterized this discussion forum in terms of its focus on, almost
an obsession with, technical detail and the paring away of any discussion or
conversation that might be regarded as social or intimate. This is the overriding
‘pattern’ or finding to emerge from this research. Therefore, the discussions on
‘female logic’ and ‘Miss America’ are the exception and therefore of particular
interest to discourse analysts. There are many ways that these exceptions can be
accounted for. In hypothesizing the function of such intermittent and very
different discussions, it can be argued that they serve to establish the maleness of
the site, creating an ambience that is likely to discomfort potential women
discussants, the possibility for gender inauthenticity referred to above (Cockburn
1983; Keller 1987). They provide an opportunity for male bonding that excludes
women through their objectification as either the target of humorous jibes about
their lack of logic and reason, or as objects of the male gaze. Note how in the
illustrative quote above from the ‘Miss America pageant’ thread, the poster
employs the term ‘digitally photogenic’ to validate his highly sexist (and, indeed,
racist) comments.

It is also possible that they relate to our previous discussions on the pleasures
offered by technology. Florman (1976) talked of the sensual absorption, spiritual
connection, emotional comfort and aesthetic pleasures in engineers’ intimacy
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with technology. Balsamo (1996) and Faulkner (2001) referred to the eroticism
that surrounds technology. In other words these pleasures that are associated with
the digital camera technology discussion have ‘spilled over’ into the sexist and
sexual discussion threads. Furthermore, both the technical and the sexist/sexual
discussions offer the discussants a degree of emotional comfort that strengthens
their gender power (Henwood 1993). They are in control of the technology and
the discussion, and they are ‘symbolically’ in control of women. 

Finally, Balsamo (1996) talked of virtual technologies enabling new forms of
social and cultural autism. She reports a woman in the industry as saying, ‘I’ve
had men telling me that one of the reasons they got into this business was to
escape the social aspects of being a male in America – to escape women in
particular’ (146). She goes on to say that the anonymity offered by the computer
screen empowers antisocial behaviours – in this case the sexist and racist remarks
offered by discussants. 

To summarize, in a space where gender is not supposed to matter and where
we can be as playful with gender as we wish, it is clear from this discussion
forum that gender does matter. 

Discussion 

Our literature review identified firstly how technology was symbolically linked
with gender, and particularly with male world views; and secondly how impor-
tant it is to examine the ways that gender is performed through discourse. In this
chapter we have concentrated on a masculine (cyber)space in order to highlight
the potential of discourse analysis for gaining insights into the gendered nature
of online interactions, and to illustrate how an online community has its own
idiosyncratic voice which may also have gendered and gendering effects. Despite
the overall masculine bias of the Internet indicated by our literature review,
particular online communities may also exhibit a feminine style and, of course,
others may not exhibit the characteristics of either gendered style. As we pointed
out at the outset, however, online community consumption-related topics tend to
skew the discourse towards a masculine or feminine style because production
and consumption practices are themselves gendered (Auslander 1996). For
example, in another netnography the authors undertook of a cats’ behaviour
discussion forum (Kozinets, Maclaran, Hogg & Catterall 2003), the idiosyncratic
voice of the community was feminine. Men participating in the community did
so through the use of feminized discourse, i.e. through the use of language that
was often highly emotional and relational.

Discourse analysis enables us to focus on social interaction, including the way
that gender is performed and encouraging a functional rather than a static view
of how language is used to overcome the limitations of gender polarization
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(Crawford 1995). As we can see from the above application of discourse analysis
to the digital camera forum, however, there is never going to be a single inter-
pretation of a phenomenon and nor, indeed, can we expect there to be. Given the
socially constructed nature of reality that discourse analysis implies, multiple
interpretations will always be possible and desirable. Moreover, it should be
recognized that this is a highly contested area and that switching from the little
‘d’ to the big ‘D’ is not easy to undertake as Alvesson and Karreman (2000) high-
light when they say that:

We think there is a tension between these two levels. Investigations of the local
construction of discourse treat discourse as an emergent and locally constructed
phenomenon, while the study of Discourse usually starts from well established a priori
understandings of the phenomenon in question. It is not easy, we believe, to accurately
account for both in the same study. This should not, however, discourage such efforts.

Accordingly, we believe that it is important to continue our efforts in this respect,
whilst at the same time recognizing the tensions that are inherent in the elusive
nature of gender research. We have tried to illustrate through our own study how
the big ‘D’, (in this case the gendered cultural assumptions woven into the
production and consumption of technology) impacts on our interpretation of the
little ‘d’ (the social interactions in the discussion forum). In relation to gender
and online consumption-related communities, there are several fruitful areas for
future research where we believe our suggested methodology would yield signif-
icant insights:

1. Online communities may change over time and most research to date has
tended to be fairly short term. More research is needed into longer term
changes (i.e. 1–3 year timespans) that may take place in such communities.
For example, the product or service may change over time due to the activities
of designers and marketers, or through changing patterns of consumer behav-
iour (see our previous discussions on the microwave oven and the telephone).
It is therefore important to study how these changes impact on the discourses
that are used within a community and how these reflect shifting gendered posi-
tions.

2. The study of communities as they are in the initial set-up phases would also
be beneficial to observe how a particular gender script comes to dominate and
whether or not various gender styles are contested and negotiated in the early
stages of community life.

3. Communities in customer or market turmoil represent a particularly fertile
ground for monitoring changes in discourse because it is at such crisis points
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that new discourses may emerge. Although these changes may not always be
in relation to gender they may have an indirect impact. For example, in the
online Mini car brand community there is currently change afoot due to the
launch of the new BMW Mini with much hostility being displayed by tradi-
tional Mini car owners towards newer BMW owners. This has had the effect
of reinforcing existing gender hierarchies that are reproduced in the commu-
nity through ‘big talk’ versus ‘small talk’. The most respected members are
those who can provide detailed technical and historical information about the
Mini, and talk knowledgeably about the model of the engines (Broderick,
Maclaran & Ma 2003). By contrast those who talk about the aesthetic pleas-
ures of driving around in a Mini are accorded less status and time during the
discussions. This technical knowledge is becoming more important as a way
to differentiate and distance established Mini members from new BMW Mini
owners who lack this knowledge.

4. Comparative research is also required to look at multiple consumption
communities devoted to the same product or service and assess how the
gendered and gendering effects differ across the respective social settings, for
example, whether those communities that are established and mediated by
companies differ from those that are consumer-initiated and mediated.

In conclusion, we come back to the fact that gender has no single and universally
agreed meaning. Gender theories are informed by different, and often irrecon-
cilable, assumptions. So, whilst it must remain somewhat elusive in that we
cannot account for gender and consumption definitively, we can continue, as we
have done in this chapter, to better understand its many and varied performances.

Notes

1. Gender is often conflated with sex but the two are not the same. Sex refers to
whether a person is biologically male or female. Gender is socially constructed
and notions of masculinity and femininity vary across cultures.

2. We do not think it is appropriate to name the particular ethnic group to which
this comment referred.
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Dreams of Eden: A Critical Reader-Response
Analysis of the Mytho-Ideologies Encoded in

Natural Health Advertisements

Craig J. Thompson

What is an advertisement? For many consumer researchers, an advertisement is
a form of marketing communication designed to provide information and
generate favourable consumer attitudes. For a large cadre of critical theorists, an
advertisement is a significant mode of ideological indoctrination serving the
interests of the capitalist marketplace (Belk & Pollay 1985; Ewen 1976, 1988;
Frith 1997; Lears 1994; Leiss, Kline, & Jhally 1990; Williamson 1978). As
Goldman and Papson (1996: 216) write, ‘the power of advertising lies in its
ability to photographically frame and redefine our meanings and our experiences
and then turn them into meanings that are consonant with corporate interests.’

Critical theorists often assume that the meanings and evocative imagery
conveyed through advertising constitute a unified hegemony, inducing material-
istic desires, infatuations with status symbols (Ewen and Ewen 1992; Leiss,
Kline & Jhally 1990; Richins 1995, 2001; Schor 2000) and, per de Graaf, Wann,
and Naylor (2001), the societal ill of affluenza. However, this assumption is
increasingly anachronistic. The postmodern marketplace encourages consider-
able differentiation among consumer lifestyles and it promulgates innumerable
goods, services, themed environments and specialist media serving goals of
experience seeking and self-enrichment (Brown 1995; Cova 1996; Holt 2000;
Pine & Gilmore 1999; Sherry 1998; Thompson & Tambyah 1999). Furthermore,
censures of materialism and status emulation are now part of the lingua franca of
consumer culture (Holt 2002; Thompson 2000a, 2000b). The increasing usage of
self-reflexive advertising campaigns that lampoon image-oriented marketing
pitches is a case in point. 

Accordingly, critical studies of advertising ideologies need to become more
attuned to the heterogeneous, fragmented and self-reflexive nature of the post-
modern marketplace and the concomitant prospect that its ideological messages
are similarly diversified. While the capitalist economy is structurally dependent
upon continuously rising levels of consumption, its ideological representations
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must be far more varied than suggested by conceptualizations of advertising as a
hegemonic force. The age of mass marketing has given way to competition
within nuanced niche markets (Brown 1995; Cova 1996; Firat & Schultz 1997).
This strategic shift is a function of post-industrial production capabilities and the
increasing prominence of consumption as a locus of social identification and
affiliation.

The postmodern marketplace is fragmented across consumer groups sharing
distinctive clusters of avocational interests, aesthetic tastes and value systems
(Firat & Venkatesh 1995; Holt 1997, 2002; Kozinets 2001; Thompson & Troester
2002). Many of these consumer groups also function as interpretative communi-
ties: that is, they share common beliefs, background knowledge and interpreta-
tive strategies for making sense of media and advertisements (e.g., Jenkins 1992;
Ritson & Elliott 1999; Scott 1994). Accordingly, ideological appeals need to be
tailored to the collective outlooks and values of the myriad interpretative
communities who are targeted across the postmodern mediascape. 

I posit that much of this ideological tailoring occurs by leveraging cultural
myths that are resonant to an interpretative community of consumers. My argu-
ment is a reader-response adaptation of Roland Barthes’s (1972) sociosemiotic
classic Mythologies. According to Barthes, an expansive network of everyday
myths structures popular culture. These second-order semiological systems re-
present cultural signifiers that are already meaning laden and they simultane-
ously portray and assuage salient sociocultural tensions in ways that serve
specific ideological agendas. For example, Barthes (1972) theorizes that a Paris-
Match cover showing a black soldier reverently saluting the French flag encodes
the cultural contradiction between France’s imperialist legacy and its historical
commitment to an ideal of liberty. According to Barthes (1972: 116) the maga-
zine image signifies ‘that France is a great Empire, that all her sons, without any
colour discrimination, faithfully serve under her flag.’ Hence, the historical
conditions that led to black soldiers’ inscription in the French army are tacitly
rendered as a benevolent natural order while the troubling spectre of colonial
subjugation is masked. 

Drawing from Barthes, I refer to representations that recruit mythic appeals
into an ideological agenda as mytho-ideologies. My critical analysis concerns the
mytho-ideologies encoded in a set of natural health advertisements. Rather than
just effecting an associative transfer of meanings to a brand (McCracken 1986,
1989), mytho-ideologies depict cultural tensions, concerns and contradictions
salient to an interpretative community of consumers and further connote that the
promoted goods directly or indirectly provide a satisfying resolution. They
convey symbolic benefits that are ignored by the top-down, hegemonic view of
advertising ideologies that predominates among critical theorizations. 
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The Interpretative Community of Hardcore Natural Health Users

In the consumer research literature, reader-response analysis has largely been
discussed and implemented as a research method in which consumers are first
ask to interpret selected advertisements. These consumer readings of the ads then
become the textual data for further analysis (e.g., Mick & Buhl 1992). However,
this methodological protocol is more accurately classified as a phenomenology
of the ad approach. Reader-response research focuses on the collectively shared
reading strategies and underlying cultural models that a specific audience (i.e.,
interpretative community) uses to make sense of texts (see Radway 1991). For
reader-response theorists, individuals’ specific interpretations of a text and their
idiosyncratic motivations per se have little theoretical interest. Rather, the goal is
to explicate the collectively shared frameworks-of-meaning that enable a text to
be read in a certain sociocultural light and for certain kinds of meanings to be
derived from it. 

As discussed by Scott (1994: 463), a major genre of reader-response research
aims to ‘show how a text works with the probable knowledge, expectations, and
motives of the reader’. In this case, the reader of interest is not a particular indi-
vidual but an ideal reader who is constructed from an analysis of the cultural
perspectives and reading conventions (i.e., strategies for interpreting a text) rele-
vant to a given interpretative community. Rather than focusing on personal life
themes or idiosyncratic connotations, a reader-response analysis is concerned
with how an advertisement would be read by individuals sharing a common
interpretative frame-of-reference (Scott 1994; Stern and Holbrook 1994). 

Reader-response research often begins by empirically documenting how a
specific group of consumers read a literary genre or other types of cultural texts
(Gamson 1994; Radway 1991). My methodological approach is similar in spirit
but I am primarily focused on the collective outlooks that underlie specific inter-
pretative strategies. Rather than having consumers interpret an advertisement
and then identifying their reading strategies, my approach first elicits the world-
view of ardent natural health consumers. Drawing from this elicited world-view,
I then critically analyse the mytho-ideologies encoded in a set of natural health
advertisements, with an emphasis on the sociocultural tensions and myths most
relevant to this interpretative community of consumers. 

The characteristics of ardent natural health consumers (in the American
context) support the claim that these women are members of a discernible inter-
pretative community. The most devoted consumers of natural health alternatives
tend to be women, between the ages of 30 to 50 years old, college educated, and
middle-class (Goldstein 1999). Many of these consumers are also battling some
kind of chronic autoimmune disorder (Showalter 1997). Interpretative predispo-
sitions exist among these women owing to cultural commonalities in their class

– 177 –

Dreams of Eden

02 Elusive Consumption  22/1/04  8:25 pm  Page 177



and gender socialization, age cohort (such as the influence of feminist thought
on this generation of women) and, more specifically, common experiences of
living with chronic illness and negotiating medical bureaucracies. The latter set
of experiences can often precipitate feelings of dehumanization and alienation
(see Frank 1995). This negative experiential outcome is quite focal to the four
women in this study, each of whom turned to alternative medicine in hopes of
finding a more responsive, humane and optimistic therapeutic paradigm. 

In the following sections, I first explicate the cultural models these women use
to understand their bodies, illnesses, and relationships to conventional and alter-
native medicine. Next, I apply the cultural models at work in their collective
viewpoints to illuminate meanings encoded in a set of natural health advertise-
ments. In so doing, a critical assessment of the structural features of the adver-
tisements (Schroeder 2002) can be situated within the viewpoints relevant to a
group of consumers who are likely targets for the advertisements. This approach
transcends the theoretical antinomy between critical-semiotic readings of ad
structures that ignore collectively shared reading strategies (see Scott 1994 for
further discussion) and the phenomenology of the ad approach (e.g., Mick and
Buhl 1992) that reduces ad meanings to idiosyncratic constructions – reflecting
individual life themes – and thereby, elides advertising’s ideological function as
the lingua franca of capitalism. Furthermore, I will show how the interpretative
movement between interpretative community narratives and advertisements
offers an additional emergent benefit: highlighting (through another iterative
round of analysis) paradoxes and ideological meanings implicit in the consumer
viewpoints. 

Space limitations make it impossible to present all four cases. Due to their
textual similarities, however, the collective meanings, concerns and ideals mani-
fest in their reflections can be profiled through a single case study. For purposes
of representing the collective outlook relevant to members of an interpretative
community, a case study format has two major advantages over a thematic
approach that samples vignettes from across different participants. A case study
allows for a more contextualized understanding of how a given individual inter-
prets different facets of his/her experience and, second, it offers a more holistic
account of the narratives and cultural models that underlie these interpretations
(Shore 1996; Thompson 1997).

Jane’s Story
Jane is a Caucasian woman in her late thirties who is using natural health
approaches to manage Juvenile Rheumatoid Arthritis (JRA). She is a divorcee
raising two teenage sons. She has a bachelor degree in liberal arts. Her family
background is middle-class. She is the oldest of five children and describes
herself as a having been a little jock before the onset of JRA at age ten. Her
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primary holistic health practices are rolfing (a deep massage technique that
claims to release stress points and energy blockages that accumulate in the
connective tissue); acupuncture; cranial-sacral therapy (a subspecialization
within chiropractic); routine practices of detoxification; vegetarianism; and
herbal, vitamin and nutritional supplementation.

Crisis.Jane began her interview by describing the sudden onset of her illness:
a traumatic experience that she now understands as forever changing her life and
her outlook toward the medical profession: 

J: Well about three to five percent of the kids who get JRA [i.e., Juvenile
Rheumatoid Arthritis] get it over night. Boom. I showed the symptoms
boom. All over my entire body, over night, at once. It felt like I was on fire.
It felt like a fever, a raging fever and all my joints were swollen and tender.

We lived right across the street from the hospital. My mom was a nurse
there and so they took a blood test to see if they could find out what was
going on and my white count was like off the charts. So it was showing I was
fighting off some infection. And that’s where the paths diverge. In western
medicine they just hit you with antibiotics and try to squash down what-
ever’s going on and in Eastern medicine, they would have said, ‘she’s
fighting off something, let’s help her purge.’ They would have had me do a
fast or an intestinal cleanse. 

I: At that time, did you know anything about eastern medicine?
J: Not a thing. I was in a really tiny town, only about 8000 people. Not an

acupuncturist to be seen, not a colonic therapist to be seen. Nothing. So, I
just took one pill after another. I took one pretty colored medicine after
another. So, I was ‘look at the pretty colors!’ And I’d swallow the stuff and
20 minutes later I’d vomit. So my body was definitely saying, ‘get every-
thing out of the gut. Empty the stomach. Clean out the intestinal tract.’ I was
throwing up, I had diarrhea and I was sweating like crazy. So my body was
saying ‘immediately we need to purge.’ But what they were doing was trying
to squish the symptoms. Stop the nausea. Stop the vomiting. Stop the diar-
rhea. So it’s like having a train that wants to barrel down the track while
everyone else is putting the brakes on it. Well, I went into a coma, and they
came in and gave me the last rites. I was in the hospital for three months. I
weighed like 65 pounds when I came out. I hardly ate at all for three months.
My body was saying ‘fast, fast, we have to clean your entire gut out’ and I
couldn’t keep anything down.

Jane’s retrospection expresses a tension between science and nature and she
clearly privileges the latter term. She attributes an innate healing wisdom to her
body. Jane also reframes the conventional meanings of emergency room medical
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practices. Rather than heroic, life-saving interventions, she interprets them as
ineffectual disruptions of her body’s natural healing process that nearly caused
her death. This nexus of meanings is a key facet of Jane’s holistic theory of well-
ness/healing and her concomitant rationales for eschewing conventional medical
treatment protocols. 

As Jane recounts, she experienced a revelatory insight soon after returning
from the hospital that motivated her first concerted effort to take control of her
health: 

I became vegetarian. I had an epiphany related to our family dog. It was a Yorkshire
terrier. It was a pedigree dog and he had to have this special diet. You’re supposed to
take this hamburger, roll it up into little balls and boil it in water so it will pull all the
fat out. So being the oldest of five kids, I was given the job. So I’m standing there
boiling hamburger for this dog and watching all this scuz come out of the meat and
float on the top of the water. Then I had to take a spoon and scrape the scuz off and
remove the precious little hamburger balls and set them on a plate for this dog. I
thought wait a second. The dog is eating the hamburger without the scuz and I’m eating
hamburger with the scuz! So that was the epiphany. So I went off the red meat, the
hamburgers, the brats, the hot dogs, the pork chops, the barbecues. I started trying to
figure out what’s healing for the stomach lining. I started studying foods that were
acidic versus foods that are alkaline. I learned that arthritis is an acidic constitution. I
started incorporating alkaline foods or neutral foods into my diet and staying away
from the acidic ones. I was learning about potatoes, eggplant, tomatoes, all the night-
shade vegetables, citrus fruits that are highly acidic versus neutral fruits that aren’t. 

So in terms of choosing to be a vegetarian, I perceived it as a choice for my life. I
was no longer trying to eat to flatter the cook, or my parents or anybody, you know the
lunch line at school. I was eating to keep my body alive. So it wasn’t like a lot of those
decisions you normally make in your teen years where you’re rebellious and you’re
doing something to tick someone off. I was doing unusual things and it certainly was
confusing a lot of the adults around me but it wasn’t in reaction to anyone, it wasn’t a
reactive choice, it was an active choice.

In this reflection, many conventional foods are portrayed as a source of pollution
or disharmony that undermines her health. Defying the foodways of her family
and community, she adopts an entirely new dietary programme (and as she later
notes, in a time and place where vegetarianism was considered strange). Her new
found belief in the healing powers of vegetarianism led to further investigations
of food properties and the germination of a personal theory concerning the link-
ages between her diet and illness. As exemplified by her distinction to normal
(reactive) teen rebellion, Jane understands these dietary decisions as signifying
the cultivation of her own voice and ability to make self-directed choices. 
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Following A Holistic Path.For Jane, illness-inducing imbalances are precipi-
tated not only by improper dietary patterns but also by a lack of knowledge about
holistic dynamics, such as the biochemical interactions precipitated by otherwise
healthy foods. She locates the deep sources of health (and illness) in the micro-
details of diet, complex food-body chemistry interactions, and other seemingly
picayune aspects of her everyday consumption patterns. In this way, she lays
claim to a specialized knowledge (derived from the natural health community)
that exists outside the conventional medical model and its theories of the body: 

Our [Western] medicine system, it’s really compartmentalized thinking where we just
attack one aspect of the problem and don’t see it as a whole, the whole system. If we
have an achy knee, we go in and have the achy knee treated. We don’t look at the whole
body, you know. In eastern medicine, the kidneys are connected with the knees. So
when the knees are all swollen, which happens to a lot of adults, it means the kidneys
are screaming for water. The kidneys, the liver and the gall bladder, all those organs are
detoxing organs. They filter all the crap out, after the stomach has gotten done and the
glands have gotten done doing their job. So by the time you have an immense amount
of toxins trying to make the last voyage out of our body, the kidneys will let you know:
‘we are not getting enough liquid to do the job we need to do.’ So when you have
grownups in their mid 20s or older saying well ‘I don’t want to kneel on the floor’ or ‘I
don’t want to sit squatting on the floor sewing’, or all of those things we used to do as
little kids on the floor, it’s the kidneys are screaming for good liquid. Not soda pop, not
coffee. They’re screaming for water or juice that will pull stuff out. You can juice an
orange or a carrot and get two different effects. Oranges are acidic and give the kidneys
more work to do. Carrots are alkaline and will pull things out. It depends on what kind
of liquid you’re putting in your body. 

Her holistic theory of wellness (and the causes of illness) further supports her
willingness to diverge from the recommendations of her physicians. Importantly,
this counter knowledge is not understood as an abstract system of propositions.
Rather, it is something that she has acquired over time through social networks,
formal information gathering, intuitive insights and, most significantly, personal
experience: 

I set my brain on alert. I’m always looking and listening for another piece of the puzzle.
And invariably, when you have that mindset or attitude, that’s what happens. If you have
someone really negative, going ‘oh, my life is over, this is never going to change’, it’s
pretty much a self-fulfilling prophecy. So I was looking and listening and staying alert
for information and lo and behold, I found right in my own community, I found
acupuncturists, I found rolfers. I found massage therapists, I found cranial-sacral ther-
apists, I found physical therapists and I found out about a lot of things – just stuff in
your kitchen, what you can eat, apple cider vinegar baths, castor oil packs. 

So I was pulling information from different sources and the books that I’d read, some
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of which seemed really way out in left field (e.g., folk remedies found in a book by the
mystical healer Edgar Cayce). Well I would just try stuff and see what would work. I
started learning about internal and external. You know, there are things that you can do
externally in terms of poultices, hot packs, and massage oils. And then there are things
you can do internally to clean out the body. So it started to be a combination of internal
and external tools. I started accumulating basically a bunch of tools to use, depending
on how much time I had and what the situation was. 

By cultivating an open and optimistic outlook, Jane feels that she is receptive to
a positive karmic energy that guides her toward new health enhancing discov-
eries. These discoveries are seen as a nexus of time-proven, folk remedies whose
tangible biochemical effects have been disregarded by conventional medical
practitioners. 

These passages also illustrate a postmodern erasure of conventional cultural
boundaries (and hierarchies) between scientific medicine and folk traditions of
healing. For Jane, the legitimacy and authority of scientific medical diagnoses
and recommendations are no longer accepted as a taken-for-granted social
reality. She interprets her medical diagnoses and prognoses as contestable read-
ings of her body that are needlessly Draconian and parochial.

Jane’s sceptical stance toward conventional medicine is rationally justified
through a relativizing comparison to the long history of Eastern medicine. Rather
than viewing Western/scientific medicine as a progressive acquisition of knowl-
edge and technological advances, Jane frames it as a cultural forgetting of
ancient Eastern wisdom and, from her standpoint, an unfathomable reliance on
highly invasive techniques and drugs. Her brutally blunt descriptions of recom-
mended surgical procedures serves to reinforce her belief that gentle, non-inva-
sive natural health options are far more reasonable and far less risky than the
conventional medical treatments for her condition: 

I call it more traditional medicine. In western medicine, taking a pain pill is considered
traditional and that acupuncture is considered alternative. But in my mind, acupuncture
has been around for 3000 years. You know, castor oil packs have been around for
hundreds of years. That stuff had been around longer than cortisone shots. So, I’m
going to err on the side of caution. I’m going to try something that’s been around for
hundreds of years or thousands of years. Because things don’t last that long if they
don’t work, people quit doing it. I also didn’t like the idea of surgery. I didn’t want to
do something so dramatic. I’m not a gambler. So, it’s real ironic, if I tell the average
person what I do for healing, they think it’s really wacky and strange. In my mind, it’s
very cautious. It’s very traditional. It’s very tried and true and it’s very moderate. I think
of swallowing a pain pill that glues me to the sofa because I’m so drugged out as
shocking. And I really consider having my joints sawed away with a large buzz saw and
having a steel rod rammed down my bone marrow to be incomprehensible. That is a
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tremendous gamble, because once you do that kind of surgery and it’s a coin toss. You
might as well go to Las Vegas and take the mortgage money and gamble it away. Half
the people who go in for joint replacement surgery come out in agony. And their lives
are miserable. And they have side effects. And they have reactions. And they have
swelling. And they have drainage. Not to mention you can’t lift anything over 12
pounds, you can’t cross your legs, you can’t carry things while walking up stairs, you
can’t lift your grandchildren. Those restrictions are unbelievable to me. I can’t even
comprehend how people think that is a better solution than taking an apple cider
vinegar bath or wrapping a castor oil pack on your achy knees. You know what I mean?
So to me, I’m completely confused as to why people think it’s strange to do something
that’s moderate and cost less that certainly gets results. I have a classic case of juvenile
rheumatoid arthritis. So, I’m not supposed to be able to walk, I’m not supposed to be
able to stand, and I’m supposed to be in blinding, eye-crossing pain.

Throughout her narrative, Jane interprets natural health approaches as a time-
tested array of techniques that are open, flexible and adaptable. Moreover, she
transfers these meanings onto her body, which is similarly understood as having
the potential to be an open, flexible and regenerative system. For Jane, main-
taining her physical mobility is an act of defying the degenerative course of her
illness. Conversely, conventional medicine signifies a domain of degeneration,
immobilization and finality that would permanently inscribe the current ravages
of her illness upon her body via artificial joints and the limitations they impose.
Experimentation with the plethora of natural health remedies is seen as a hopeful
practice while acquiescence to conventional medical interventions is seen as
precluding any hope of becoming fully whole.

Summary. Jane interprets the natural health marketplace as a liberating hetero-
doxy of diverse holistic perspectives (or healing vernaculars) that can and should
be blended into a personalized whole. In contrast, conventional medicine is
understood as a confining orthodoxy. Jane chafes against having her treatment
options limited to those endorsed by conventional medical practitioners, whom
she regards as emotionally detached, parochial and doctrinaire. Implicit and
explicit claims for the superiority of a holistic perspective over the piecemeal
approach of mainstream medicine abound in her reflections and they provide the
rational justifications for not following the recommendations of her medical
doctors. 

More generally, Jane expresses an interpretative outlook that is organized by
key cultural tensions that have long provided the semiotic raw material for
mythic constructions (Barthes 1972): mysticism versus rationality, nature versus
technology, Eastern versus Western views of health and wellness, degeneration
versus regeneration, heterodoxy versus orthodoxy, holistic versus piecemeal,
open-minded versus parochial, empowering versus disempowering and, finally,
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spiritual transcendence versus the materiality of the body. These consumer narra-
tives further suggest that the mytho-ideological appeals conveyed in natural
health advertisements should leverage the idea that these salient binaries can be
syncretically blended into a munificent whole. The question now becomes what
critical insights can be gleaned from reading natural health’s advertisements in
relation to these mythic tensions and desires for synthetic resolution. 

Illuminating the Mytho-Ideology of Natural Health Advertisements

The Intertextuality of Natural Health Media and Advertising 
For the purposes of this paper, I focus on natural health advertisements that are
disseminated through a media form known as magazine medicine. As defined by
Bunton (1997: 232), magazine medicine diffuses ‘popular health knowledge that
lies beyond the epicenter of medical authority, yet it reports on and comments
upon medical findings, extrapolates and interprets these findings for the general
reader, and makes judgments about the quality of knowledge.’

Leading natural health publications – such as Natural Health, Alternative
Medicine, Prevention, Herbs for Health, Energy Times and Vegetarian Times –
exemplify a postmodern form of magazine medicine. These glossy format publi-
cations report holistic health information that ostensibly lies outside the institu-
tional bounds of mainstream medicine. Moreover, they continuously highlight
risks associated with conventional medical options and raise questions about
their overall efficacy, particularly in regard to prescription drugs. These reports
and exposés set the stage for paid promotions of natural health alternatives. 

The advertisements that financially support these magazines are situated in a
constellation of articles, expert advice columns, reader forums, editorials and
invited commentaries that endorse and reinforce natural health ideas and ideals.
Natural health media also provide extensive background knowledge regarding
the preferred holistic remedies for different health problems and relevant details
such as recommended dosages. Reciprocally, these advertisements draw from
this same constellation of meanings, ideas, recommendations, wellness philoso-
phies and lifestyle outlooks when promoting their products and treatments. 

The regulatory environment practically demands that natural health media
exude an infomercial quality. In the United States, federal regulations on natural
health treatments are relatively lenient (see Goldstein 1999). As a case in point,
the FDA classifies herbal products as food supplements. The main benefit to
manufacturers is that their products are exempted from the long and expensive
process of safety and efficacy testing required for pharmaceuticals. 

To avoid more stringent regulatory requirements, advertisements for natural
health remedies must also refrain from making drug-type claims concerning
their efficacy for treating specific medical conditions (see Mason 1998).
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Accordingly, their ad copy advances nebulous claims, such as supporting general
well-being or maintaining the balance of the immune system. In their magazine
medicine context, natural health advertisements can signal all sorts of informa-
tion about the palliative benefits of their products while taking the art of
euphemistic expression and evocative imagery to new heights. In sum, natural
health’s advertising rhetoric stands in a symbiotic relationship to its magazine
medicine.

For example, the herbal remedy St. John’s Wort is widely discussed by natural
health writers as an effective treatment for mild to moderate depression that is
free of the major side effects associated with prescription antidepressants. Very
specific instructions for its self-administration can easily be found in the texts of
natural health’s magazine medicine: 

I often recommend St. John’s Wort for mild to moderate depression. Begin by taking
300 mg of 0.3 percent Hypericum (i.e., St. John’s Wort primary active ingredient) three
times a day. It may take four to six weeks to notice results. (Gordon 2000: 87) 

These magazine medicine narratives provide the requisite background knowl-
edge for readers to readily infer the medicinal claims implicit to advertisements
for this product. As a case in point, the ad in Exhibit 1 carefully skirts the clin-
ical word depression through several euphemisms: emotional upset, unhappiness
of daily life, seeking more ‘sunshine in your life’, and the selling point that this
herbal product ‘can help you naturally maintain a healthy emotional outlook’.
The ad also offers technical details, such as references to a standardized dosage
of Hypericum, without any additional explanation. All these textual features play
off a presumed understanding regarding the medicinal uses of St. John’s Wort
and the constituent components believed to be most important to its antidepres-
sive effects. 

To begin interrogating the mytho-ideological structures encoded in these inter-
textual texts, let us consider the advertisement presented in Exhibit 2. The image
of the product emerging from pristine, blue water sets the mythic context for this
ad’s rhetorical claim: this natural supplement brings the sea’s deep healing prop-
erties to the surface of everyday life. The image of a pristine natural setting asso-
ciates the product with the healing powers of nature and invokes the Romantic
view of nature as a sacred place for calm reflection and the attainment of inner
peace. These appeals to nature and purity are juxtaposed with technocratic refer-
ences to labouratory research, standardization to precise percentages and the
identification of a technical sounding active ingredient – alkylglycerols. The
repeated emphasis on strengthening the immune system, the purity of the
product and the package epithet ‘prevention is the first step toward defense’ all
connote that the immune system is being overloaded by pandemic environmental
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threats and impurities: a threatening condition which can be magically amelio-
rated by consuming this gift from nature. This gift framing also elides problem-
atic connotations associated with the primary ingredient, shark liver oil: the
ethical dilemma of killing living animals, driving species to extinction, and the
ecological degradation posed by humanity’s harvesting of nature. 

Exhibit 3 illustrates natural health advertising’s fusion of mysticism, ancient
folk traditions and science. Noni is promoted as ‘a miracle fruit’ used for ‘thou-
sands of years for its many health benefits’. The island imagery that blankets the
ad forges a semiotic link between Noni and a pristine state of nature. Scientific
credibility is signified by the endorsement of an MD/PhD who proclaims Noni
to be a ‘medical miracle.’ With bullet point efficiency, the ad delivers techno-
cratic rhetoric such as ‘patent pending process using whole fruit’ and ‘rich in
peroxine.’ This juxtaposition encompasses the mystical idea that healing derives
from the irreducible properties of a perfectly balanced whole and the techno-
cratic claim that the product’s efficacy has been enhanced by isolating a key
active ingredient. The ad’s coda aptly summarizes the mythic resolution to these
structural tensions: ‘Earth’s Bounty Noni – The Best of Ancient Wisdom and
Modern Science™’. 

The ideal of holistic balance is also quite prominent in Exhibit 4. This ad
exhibits the familiar array of naturalistic imagery: a pristine natural setting and
a woman dressed in hiking gear balancing on a wooden fence while watching a
sunrise. The other key marker of the natural is the ad copy’s emphasis on Chinese
traditional medicine. These natural significations are punctuated by one of the
more technocratic brand names in the natural health marketplace – Spectrum –
and the reference to a series of trademark formulations of essential fatty acids
and herbs. As with the previous ads, the ultimate promise is that Western science
and Eastern medicine have been optimally synthesized and, by implication, that
these products can sustain a state of healthful balance in the face of the ‘unnat-
ural stresses of life’. This ad also implies scientific precision through the idea
that these respective trademarked EFA and herbal combinations promote
different states of balance respectively needed for women experiencing stress,
PMS or menopause. 

Last but not least, the ad in Exhibit 5 profiles the recurrent natural health idea
that the body is a regenerative system, though environmental toxins and stresses
compromise its potential for self-healing. Magical, deistic hands strike a
supportive pose against the backdrop of a glowing sky. The product’s pyramid-
shaped packaging is semiotically resonant (McQuarrie & Mick 1992) with the
advertisement’s references to a ‘powerful three tier revitalizing pyramid.’ The
pyramid is itself a polysemic image, invoking the familiar idea of the healthful
food pyramid – a cultural metaphor for balance – and the New Age belief that
this geometric shape possesses mystical properties (Heelas 1996). Moreover, the
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pyramid also conveys the idea of a scientifically developed, multilayered system.
Accompanying the ad’s mystical imagery and holistic references to balance and
natural support is the familiar litany of technocratic jargon. We are told that the
product is fortified with CHROMEMATE®, which is defined in a technical nota-
tion as ‘a patented chromium formulation delivering increased bioavailability for
maximum absorption’. The ad copy is replete with other technocratic references
to standardized botanical extracts and an antioxidant formulation, all connoting
that this technologically enhanced but still natural product can unleash the body’s
miraculous regenerative capacities. 

Representing the Encoded Mytho-Ideological Structure 
Figure 1 presents a semiotic model of this mytho-ideological structure. My
semiotic mapping is an adaptation of Greimas’s (1983) theory that the meanings
of cultural terms are constituted by a series of structural relations: (1) contrarity
(or contrast) where terms are opposites on a continuum; (2) negation where the
meaning of the one term is defined by the absence of a quintessential quality
possessed by a contrasting term; and (3) mutual implications where a subordi-
nate term logically follows from a dominant one (see Floch 1988; Mick 1991).

According to Jameson (1981: 62), Greimas’s semiotic square demonstrates
that ‘any initial binary opposition can, by the operation of negations and the
appropriate syntheses, generate a much larger field of terms’. The square is
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particularly suited for analysing the tensions and contradictions that exist (at a
given time) within an ideological system (see Jameson 1981; Haraway 1992).
James Clifford (1993) further contends that the semiotic square can be used to
illuminate higher order semantic relationships – which he calls semantic zones –
that contextualize a cultural system of contradictions, negations and mutualities.
Clifford’s extension offers a very useful approach for representing the mytho-
ideological tensions and resolutions encoded in this set of natural health adver-
tisements. 

Turning to the specifics of the semiotic model, the A axis is a mutually implica-
tive relationship. The utopian view of science and technology supports (and is
reciprocally supported by) the rationalization of everyday life. This latter term
refers to a normative pronouncement that individuals’ lives (and bodies) should be
governed by principles of rationality (Foucault 1984). The rationalization of
everyday life is also historically associated with the cultural dream of transcending
the material limits of the body through the assiduous applications of scientific prin-
ciples and technological interventions (see Davis 1998; Noble 1997).

This semiotic relation highlights the most venerated meanings of scientific
progress and the technocratic ideals of effectiveness and efficiency. However,
these natural health advertisements eschew the quintessential modernist-ratio-
nalist metaphor of the body as a machine. Instead, they deploy the ecological
trope of a biological system. This alternative metaphor still coheres with the idea
that the system can be scientifically optimized and that its function (or dysfunc-
tion) can be fully explained within the grid of scientific knowledge. 

Modernism’s celebration of science and technology has always been tempered
by the specter of spiritual disenchantment and anxieties over the contamination
and destruction of nature (see Arnould, Price, & Otnes 1999; Haraway 1992,
1997). These countervailing meanings are brought to the fore in the B axis. This
second semiotic relationship is also mutually implicative. A Romanticized view
of nature and rediscovered folk traditions of healing supports the idea that natural
health ultimately flows from an ineffable, mystical source. Through association
with these healing powers, natural health products are represented as elixirs for
the ecological and social ills wrought by technology and the pandemic stresses
of contemporary life. 

The C and D axes are both relations of contrasts (in the sense of a semantic
continuum). Modern science and technology stand in direct contrast to folk
wisdom and nature, in its pure, uncontaminated state. Similarly, the rational and
the mystical pose another pivotal contrast. The diagonal axes (E & F) represent
relations of negation; that is, the respective meanings of each term on the diag-
onal are defined by the absence of properties associated with its counterpart
term. Hence, the progress of science and technology is devoid of mystical conno-
tations whereas mysticism is devoid of the technology-over-nature dualism that
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characterizes the modernist ideal of scientific progress. In a parallel fashion, folk
traditions and nature are portrayed as the absence of rationalizing and disen-
chanting forces and conversely, the rationalization of everyday life is not marked
by the pejorative connotations of superstition and irrationality. 

The mytho-ideology encoded in these advertisements transforms these struc-
tural negations into comforting and compelling hybrids that promise the prover-
bial best of both worlds. These holistic hybrids are portrayed as propitiously
expanding the horizons of wellness and metaphysical self-understanding by tran-
scending conventional oppositions between science and nature, the rational and
the mystical, and Western and Eastern cosmologies. 

The negations located on the E axis are resolved by the mythic claim that the
Eastern-infused approaches being advertised have been validated and even
enhanced through procedures of scientific testing, calibration and standardiza-
tion. Hence, the technocratic and mystical come into symbolic alignment.
Similarly, the negations on the F axis are resolved through a hybrid formulation.
The dystopian aspects of the rationalization of everyday life – emotional stress,
hectic fast-paced living, and manifold competing demands – are represented as
near inevitabilities. Conversely, the rationalization of everyday life is implicitly
sold through these very convenient to use material embodiments of nature and
folk traditions. In this mytho-ideological formulation, individuals can healthfully
manage these demands and, thereby, accomplish more by consuming these tech-
nologically enhanced natural remedies. 

The paradox of these advertisements is that they do not encourage individuals
to slow down, in the manner of the voluntary simplicity (e.g., Elgin 2000).
Rather, they offer ideological instructions for sustaining one’s health and vitality
while fully engaging the hustle-bustle, work-hard-to-get-ahead ethos of contem-
porary, career-oriented life. The operative idea is that the hectic, multiphrenia of
everyday life affords innumerable opportunities for achievement and self-fulfil-
ment if individuals have the capability to sustain this invigorating pace. Given
that these ads are primarily targeted to women, it makes sense that their mytho-
ideological promise – you can do it all healthfully – would try to tap desires rele-
vant to a juggling lifestyle (e.g., Thompson 1996). 

This system of semiotic relationships gives rise to four semantic zones that are
organized around the two dominant cultural tensions: Western Science versus
Eastern Mysticism, and Entropy versus Extropy. This first tension manifests a
version of Orientalism (see Said 1978) whereby the cultural identity of the West
is defined through a contrast to an Eastern other. Orientalism construes the East
as a homogenous, timeless and exotic world that stands in distinction to the
heterogeneity, dynamism and rationalism of the West. More than just a symbolic
contrast, the Eastern other also functions as a projection of valued meanings (i.e.,
tradition, mystical wisdom) deemed lacking in the rationalized West. Orientalism
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is often incorporated into a paradisiacal discourse that locates Westerners’ lost
Eden in the East or Eastern symbolism (see Costa 1998). However, natural
health’s encoded mytho-ideology does not present the East as an ineffable and
fundamentally alien other that can only be pleasurably gazed upon or dominated
(i.e. the modernist form of Orientalism). Rather, the East is portrayed as a family
of self-care practices for revitalizing and re-enchanting Western lifestyles and,
reciprocally, which can be enhanced (but not fundamentally altered) by the
West’s scientific procedures and technologies. 

The second tension expresses the metaphysical opposition between the brute
material reality of physical degeneration and the dream that these entropic forces
can be magically transcended. Entropy of course refers to the inherent tendency
of organized systems to eventually lose energy and fall into disorder or death in
the case of biological systems. The less familiar term extropy refers to a creative
force or élan vital which, as Davis (1998) notes, is regarded by New Age and
techno-utopian communities as generating novelty, breeding complexity,
producing insights and countering forces of entropy. This set of natural health
advertisements represents many facets of everyday life as an entropic threat to
holistic well-being and, conversely, it associates these promoted products with
the forces of extropy. The tacit competitive positioning is that conventional medi-
cine’s technological interventions can only (temporarily) suppress the symptoms
of entropy. In contrast, natural health approaches are represented as tools for
mining extropic resources and, hence, attaining a deep state of holistic wellness.
Though the metaphors are mixed, the terms whole and deep serve a nearly inter-
changeable rhetorical function in this mytho-ideological system by signifying
meanings of regeneration. 

Zone 1 represents the Frankenstein-ish fear that science and technology are
out-of-control forces precipitating illness and ecological devastation. Also asso-
ciated with this semantic zone are anxieties that the pervasiveness of science and
technology in contemporary life has alienated individuals from the healing and
edifying powers of nature. The incorporation of folk and mystical meanings into
natural health’s claims for scientific credibility and technological enhancement
helps to assuage these concerns. Zone 2 represents anxieties over irrationality,
hucksterism, or less malevolently, misunderstandings of Eastern approaches that
could lead malproductive outcomes. In a semiotic reversal of the preceding
semantic zone, the idea that these holistic claims have been rigorously
researched, scientifically validated and rationally explained distinguishes natural
health remedies from the many superstitions, unfounded beliefs and frauds (such
as patent medicine) that have historically plagued popular medicine. Natural
health’s advertising mytho-ideologies exploit this symbolic distinction, even
though the conventional medical establishment routinely challenges the scientific
credibility of many holistic treatments. 
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Zone 3 represents the ideal of ecological balance. The balanced ecological
system is construed as a magical and sacred entity that can endlessly regenerate
itself. This regenerative power is the deep source of holistic health and it provides
the healing energy that natural health remedies presumably possess. Another
facet of this semantic zone is that natural health remedies are symbolically
aligned with a mystical knowledge for living in harmony with nature. An
Orientalist construction of the East adumbrates a distinction between the
dystopian view of Western science and a timeless, beatific wisdom. 

Zone 4 represents the ideal of self-optimization. In the postmodern medias-
cape, this ideal is often represented as a cybernetic, techno-utopia whereby
human capacities are maximized through technological fusions (Davis 1998). In
natural health’s mytho-ideology, this ideal is less overtly cybernetic – though it
does imply a synthesis of nature and technology. It is closer in spirit to what
Foucault (1986) characterizes as the care of the self. 

These self-care practices are directed toward the goal of attaining self-mastery
and discovering one’s true self. They also involve an ethical component – to care
for the self one must lead an ethical life that aims for ‘the good of others’
(Foucault 1994: 7). The knowledge embodied in these self-care practices must
also be understood as offering incontrovertible ethical directives and insights.
Historically, these practices of self-discovery have been undertaken with the
ascetic assumption that purifying the body will bring clarity to one’s thoughts
and enable self-enlightenment (Foucault 1986). The moral subtext of natural
health’s mytho-ideology and its implications for this interpretative community
are further elabourated upon in the following section. 

Illuminating Elusive Edenic Meanings 

An origin story in the Western humanist sense depends on the myth of original unity,
fullness, bliss, and terror, represented by the phallic mother from whom all humans
must separate, the task of individual development and of history, the twin potent myths
inscribed most powerfully for us in psychoanalysis and Marxism (Donna Haraway
1994: 84).

This critical tacking between the viewpoints expressed by these ardent natural
health consumers and the mytho-ideologies encoded in this set of advertisements
provides an emergent benefit. These advertisements function as an interpretative
mirror from which to discern meanings and ideologically driven paradoxes in the
consumer interviews that had not been previously noticed. The case study high-
lighted the juxtaposition of rational and mystical meanings. However, there is
another paradoxical aspect of Jane’s narrative that I had overlooked and that
suggests potential relationships between natural health consumption and a
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broader consumer phenomenon – the so-called New Spiritualism (e.g. Harrison
1997).

Jane embraces the idea of becoming attuned to a beneficent, karmic (and ener-
gistic) force that connects all living things. This mystical power is seen as
guiding her intuitions and orchestrating the seemingly serendipitous discoveries
that she has incorporated into her programme of holistic healing. This fatalistic,
though optimistic, construction of her natural health experiences and choices is
paradoxically juxtaposed against her feminist commitment to thinking for herself
and taking control of her life. 

This benevolent fatalism enables Jane, and the other participants as well, to
imbue some sense of purpose and meaning to a serious health condition. These
participants all state that their illnesses provided a needed impetus not only to
explore different healing philosophies but also to embark upon their transforma-
tive journeys of self-discovery. This purposeful and comforting view is
buttressed by the belief that their natural health choices and practices are
anchored in a greater metaphysical knowledge and principles of ecological/spir-
itual balance that transcend their personal circumstances. 

Beyond an existential need to ascribe meaning to a serious illnesses, these
reflections may also be indicative of a broader postmodern cultural condition.
Contemporary consumer culture saturates individuals in a proliferating plenitude
of lifestyle options and consumer choices (Gergen 1991; Holt 2002; McCracken
1997). Moreover, mass media and advertising celebrates and encourages identity
experimentation. However, the postmodern ethos that nearly all facets of one’s
life are contingent and malleable can give rise to an accentuated form of exis-
tential anxiety over just who one really is (see Giddens 1991). When identity is
a matter of choice, rather than something handed down by tradition or duty, the
life paths taken as well as those not taken can become the subject of profound
doubt and uncertainty. 

This cultural condition can help to explain the prevalence of the anti-choice
discourse across many different strains of New Spiritualism and their correspon-
ding niche markets for media, self-help seminars and spiritual services (Heelas
1996). The New Age (Sutcliffe 2000) and voluntary simplicity movements (Elgin
2000) are two well-known and predominantly middle-class expressions of New
Spiritualism. In both cases, individuals understand themselves as choosing to
make fewer choices on the assumption that a simpler life is more joyful,
rewarding, ecological sustainable and, in some sense, morally justifiable. Though
more subtly manifested, arguments for middle-class downshifting also invoke
similar moralistic discourses (see de Graaf et al. 2001; Schor 2000). 

Advocates of voluntary simplicity adamantly distinguish the choice to follow
an anti-materialistic lifestyle from other kinds of consumer choices. According
to Elgin (2000), this meta-choice (to choose less) is said to reflect inviolate prin-
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ciples of ecological balance and moral responsibility, fundamental human needs,
and the elemental association between material asceticism and spiritual enlight-
enment found in many of the world’s religious traditions. Not incidentally, Elgin
(2000) identifies prevention-oriented holistic health practices as one pragmatic
means for enacting the virtuous, simple life. 

Social conservatives take the discourse of anti-choice in a different direction.
They too lament the moral ambivalence, the paucity of communal solidarity and
the variegated superficialities that supposedly pervade contemporary culture (see
McAllister 1996). They attribute the demise of organic communities and spiri-
tual enchantment to the ascent of modernist individuality. Their proposed solu-
tion is an ethos of limited horizons and foundational morality based upon tradi-
tional ideals of character and virtue (Bennett 1994; Kilpatrick 1992; Leo 2000). 

Gertrude Himmelfarb (1996) decries the cultural shift from Victorian age
virtues – which connote inexorable moral duties and obligations – to modern
values which are more relativistic, volitional and individualistic in nature.
Virtues bind citizens together through a nexus of irrevocable and reciprocal
moral commitments and obligations. In sharp contrast, values encourage self-
involved, materialistic lifestyle shopping. For Himmelfarb, this cultural shift has
produced moral chaos, wanton individualism and a selfish, status-conscious
society that can only be ameliorated by returning to a virtuous society. Christian
fundamentalist movements (see Harding 2000; O’Guinn & Belk 1989) also
invoke an anti-choice discourse that advocates unerring commitment to a foun-
dational morality and they express a similar antipathy for consumer culture’s
grand bacchanalia.

Of course, committed natural health consumers, New Age seekers, adherents
to voluntary simplicity maxims, downshifters, social conservatives and Christian
fundamentalists are not actually liberated from the demands of making consumer
choices. Yet, these differing social articulations of the anti-choice discourse
enable individuals to interpret their lifestyles and personal orientations as being
based upon something far more secure and foundational than a contingent set of
values or preferences, thereby mitigating existential anxieties. The specific
choices they do make within this social construction are interpreted as virtuous
ones evincing binding moral principles. All bear similarities to Foucault’s (1986,
1994) proposals regarding the care of the self as an ethical orientation but they
arise in a considerably different sociocultural context and may serve unique
compensatory identity functions. 

Rather than voluntary (read volitional) simplicity, natural health’s mytho-
ideology appeals to the simplicity (and clarity) of leading a life that is attuned to
a greater cosmological balance. This mytho-ideology is an anti-choice discourse
because it suggests that individuals can follow an optimal life course that, in
some sense, is predestined, although the stresses and distractions of everyday life
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hinder its recognition. The mytho-ideological emphasis is on the epiphanic
discovery of one’s inherent place in the grand cosmic scheme, rather than the
construction of one’s identity. In many quarters of the natural health community,
this meta-choice not to choose – in the conventional consumerist sense – is
deemed a necessary prelude to self-discovery and spiritual transformation (see
Schneirov & Geczik 1996). The driving rationale is that individuals must first
become disentangled from consumer culture’s many distractions to open the
mindspace needed for ethical self-discovery. This mytho-ideological mandate is
supported every step of the way by products, services, specialitist media and a
plethora of culturally specific advertisements.

At work in this paradoxical anti-choice discourse is a cultural denial that is
intrinsic to a Romantic conception of nature. This denial is structurally similar to
that found in contemporary (Romanticizing) discourses of ecotourist travel
(MacCannell 1992). The touristic promise is that these intrepid (and generally
affluent) travellers will be magically transported to majestic, pristine, natural
(and native) worlds, unspoiled by the encroachments of modernity. Although the
very presence of tourists and a tourist infrastructure renders such purity as a de
facto impossibility, the Romantic view of nature and the native as a timeless,
unchanging realm of otherness enables this ideological conceit to be maintained.
Similarly, natural health ideology promotes the idea of a timeless, pure nature –
which is the Goddess-like healing force – and it also suggests that these holistic
approaches to wellness are a means to live in perfect harmony with nature. To
harmonize is neither to disrupt nor to corrupt the purity and sanctity of nature. 

This ideological framing returns us to the myth of the fall and the prelapsarian
ideal. As Haraway (1992, 1994, 1997) has cogently argued, nature in its
Romanticized, pure form has never existed in the course of human history.
Human actions have fundamentally shaped and transformed ecological habitats.
Much of what we venerate as natural ecological diversity (such as the Amazon
rainforest) has resulted from many generations of agrarian interventions by
indigenous people (Hecht & Cockburn 1989). Cultural definitions of nature have
been constantly reworked to accommodate human interests, whether the overt
aim is to preserve or exploit natural resources. Rapid advances in genetic engi-
neering bring into stark relief that demarcations between the human, the natural
and the technological are culturally constructed ones whose boundaries are
increasingly malleable. The Romantic dream of living (or taking refuge) in an
unspoiled Edenic paradise masks awareness of these ecological-technological
interdependencies and the distressing prospect that there is no timeless realm of
natural purity – a maternal force who can balance and rectify patriarchy’s
exploitive excesses – into which we can retreat. To paraphrase Nietzsche by way
of Charles Revson, the marketplace ideology of holistic well-being sells hope
that the Goddess is not dead.
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Exhibit 9.1 ‘With Perika St John’s Wort life can feel good again’ (Perika St John’s) 
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Exhibit 9.2 ‘From the depth of the sea comes strength for the immune system (Alkyrol)
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Exhibit 9.3 The miracle fruit (Noni)
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Exhibit 9.4 ‘Living well requires balance’ (Spectrum Essentials)
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Exhibit 9.5 ‘Regeneration, the most miraculous process in nature’ (Regeneration
Vitamins)
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–10–

Is the Modern Consumer a Buridan’s Donkey?
Product Packaging and Consumer Choice

Franck Cochoy

In order to overcome the ‘elusiveness’ of consumption, wouldn’t it be possible,
and maybe useful, to ask one question only: isn’t there another way to deal with
consumption choices? Mainly, would it be possible to study consumption
without first studying the consumer? Asking such a question amounts firstly to
proposing an armistice: it provisionally implies that the competing consumer
theories of economics, sociology and consumer research are right altogether.
Michel Callon (1998a) recently showed all the advantages that demonstrate that
calculative agencies of economists really exist in contemporary markets. Such a
recognition does not lead us to adopt naively the economic conception; on the
contrary, it leads us to discover and study all the ‘cognitive devices’ that render
computing possible: software, management sciences, checklists, written proce-
dures, etc.1 But we should not stop after such a good start. We have to admit the
existence of socially conditioned agents beside calculative agencies, and we also
have to acknowledge the reality of all other consumer types that consumer
research discovers everyday.2 Moreover, we must wonder what makes the exis-
tence of each of these consumers possible, and what renders them present, active
or even compatible.

At first glance, this triple recognition may seem contradictory, if we think that
the issues at stake are on the consumer’s side. But the perspective I’d like to put
forward is rather to leave the consumer in peace in order to look elsewhere, and
to bet that such a detour will enable us to understand why the consumer’s driving
forces may be numerous and distributed between the consumer and his environ-
ment. More precisely, I suggest considering what the consumer looks at, who
looks at him, and how the people looking at the consumer make him look at
things.3 Proposing to look at what the consumer looks at may seem irrelevant,
considering how useless such a proposition appears: the consumer looks at the
products, of course! But are we really sure of this? The consumer looks at the
products, but the products he looks at are not really products, they are packaged
products. Thus, I would like to show that packaging is probably one of the most
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important and powerful mediators in the building of consumer choices.
In other words, my programme is to subordinate the study of consumers and

producers to a sociology of packaging (Cochoy 2002a). In order to investigate
the resources and power of packaging, I will start from very simple and concrete
examples. I propose to study the packaging of four products that are inseparable
in French bars: alcohol, tobacco, coffee and politics.4 The alcoholic beverage
Ricard sets up the consumer choice problem, and it also underlines the packaging
contribution in this choice. We will also see how the Gauloises cigarettes help to
‘unfold’ all the hidden preferences and motives that are built into packaging, and
finally, we will see how packagings are implied in politics and the other way
around (in the coffee case). Discovering to what extent packaging participates in
the building of consumer drives and preferences will enable us to acknowledge
the possible coexistence of calculation and routine. Ultimately, we may even
discover new dynamics that bet on their possible combination.

A Ricard? Or the donkey’s thirst?

A famous French proverb says that ‘one cannot make a donkey drink if the
donkey is not thirsty.’ But what happens if the donkey at stake is a Buridan’s
donkey? In contrast to his proverbial cousin, Buridan’s donkey is a very, very
thirsty, donkey! Buridan’s donkey is an animal as thirsty as it is rational. When
placed between two identical water buckets, this thirsty but rational animal lets
himself die of thirst because it doesn’t know how to choose. So, Buridan’s
donkey fable teaches us that it is always very difficult to make a donkey drink,
be it thirsty or not. Bear in mind that the problem of Buridan’s donkey balancing
between two similar goods is not only an old philosophical case aimed at proving
the existence of free will by reducing it to the absurd. This problem is also the
quandary market professionals have to deal with on a daily basis. Indeed, the
market professionals’ job is to help consumers choose between competing prod-
ucts that they often find difficult to distinguish (Coke versus Pepsi, Fuji versus
Kodak, Canon versus Nikon, etc.). In order to understand this point, let’s look at
an advertisement of the French alcohol company Ricard (Fig. 10.1).

The advertisement clearly stages the Buridan’s donkey’s classical dilemma: we
are facing two bottles of equal size, of the same colour, both placed at an equal
distance from the central axis we are facing. In short, the problem at stake is
clearly that of the donkey, the problem of the hesitation between the same and
the same. But the problem is also topped by its exposition and immediate solu-
tion. On the left, a question: ‘A Ricard?’; on the right, the answer: ‘Yes.’

A polysemic question
The evidence of the answer – the choice of Ricard – is matched by the extraor-
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dinary polysemy of the question. Asking in two words ‘A Ricard?’ can indeed
have not less than three different meanings:

1. The first meaning is ‘Would you like to drink this Ricard I am offering you?’
In this case the choice is: does one agree to play the consumption game or not,
and it is independent of the nature of the product. Rather, the problem is to
make a donkey that is not thirsty purchase the drink because he has been
placed in front of an anticipatory image of the convivial aperitif ritual.

2. The second meaning stems from the first one: ‘Would you like a Ricard or a
whisky … or, of course, a Martini, a Gin and tonic, or even an orange juice or
any other beverage?’ In this case, the purpose is to make a thirsty donkey
choose between a variety of products that it perceives as distinct, thanks to its
subjective preferences. Here too, the commercial strategy consists in tempting
the consumer. The purpose is to link the consumer’s present evaluation with a
future consumption scene, but also to bias this choice a little: the question
‘what would you like to drink’ is skilfully replaced by ‘would you like a Ricard
or something else,’ the ‘something else’ being neither named nor shown.

3. Finally, the third meaning of the question is the most crucial one: ‘Is the bottle
I am looking at really a Ricard brand bottle, or is it one of its clones?’As soon
as it is exposed, the Buridan’s donkey problem is here denounced as a fool’s
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game. There is no more choice between the left bottle and the right bottle
because these two bottles are one and the same! In this advertisement, we
discover that the spatial hesitation problem between two identical and equi-
distant water buckets has been astutely replaced with the sequential presenta-
tion of a single alcohol bottle. After reflection and a quarter of a turn later, the
puzzle is solved, the good choice is obvious: yes, it is a Ricard! I recognized
it even before it was turned; it is this ‘pastis’ that I want and that I will drink.

All this advertising rhetoric is aimed at reminding us of what we are supposed to
know (or rather, of what the company wants us to know), that is: the Ricard
beverage is a quasi-generic product, whose name is (or should be) a synonym for
aniseed alcohol, in the same way that Xerox means a photocopying machine.
Implicitly, this advertisement targets all the possible substitutes of Ricard, and
primarily its main competitor, Pastis 51. Obviously, the advertising iconography
tries to pose the Buridan’s donkey problem: it tries to have everyone experience
the feeling of choosing between the same and the same – Ricard and Pastis 51.
But it does so by immediately indicating how to get out the dilemma: Ricard
should not be confused with any other product.

A monosemic answer
But how is this problem solved, and who solves it? Firstly, the problem is solved
by taking into account its temporal dimension. Market professionals know well
that consumer hesitation is a rare and fleeting moment. Consequently, they know
that this moment must be seized and fixed with care, speed and dexterity. The
very task of market professionals is to provoke a hesitation in order to solve it as
soon as it is introduced. They have to subordinate the act of choosing to the use
of cognitive equipments so that consumers do not decide on their own. The
advertiser replaces the possible hesitation between a left and a right glance with
a narrative move following the reading direction (– A RICARD? – YES) and with
the rotation of the same bottle. In so doing, the advertiser succeeds in gaining all
the advantages of the situation, in imposing the evidence of his solution.
Secondly, the problem is solved spatially. Indeed, the proposed solution is not
only the answer to the riddle (YES), it is also the instrument of this answer: the
solution comes from the packaging itself; the bottle label is the only way to go
beyond appearances, and to make a difference between two similar products.
Indeed, how could the consumer choose alone between two visually indiscernible
drinks that he cannot taste immediately?

Thus, from the donkey’s water to the pastis, we discover that packaging is both
the condition and the solution of choice: the packaging device intervenes in the
exposition of the problem as well as in its elucidation. This point is important,
since it shows to what extent mimicry is the necessary complement of differen-
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tiation: in order to differentiate products, one is better to present them first as
similar along a series of lines (Pointet 1997). Now, the combined use of mimicry
and differentiation teaches us that the economic calculation of the consumer is
not a pure economist’s fantasy but rather something that may cautiously be
prepared by supply side actors. Indeed, the latter work hard to make ‘everything
else equals’ calculations possible by giving their products all the attributes of
their competitors (flavour, colour, composition …) in order to better underline
the difference they want to favour: a brand name in the Ricard case, technical
characteristics in the automobile industry, etc.

A Gauloise? Or the double smokescreen

Of course, the example I have just used is quite elementary; packaging involves
much more than mimicry through appearances and brand differentiation. In
order to go further in our exploration of the packaging economy, I now propose
to shift the products, to puff at a cigarette after the drink; in short, I propose to
move from Ricard to its indispensable companion: the Gauloises pack.5

How Criticism Clears Up the Smokescreen of Commercial Symbols
What can we think and say about a cigarette pack? What is the contribution of
such a device to the consumer’s cognition? For a connoisseur, Gauloises is a
code-name, that masks, or rather used to mask, the name of the company making
and marketing the cigarettes: SEITA in the past, ALTADIS today (a name we find
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on the pack but in very small characters). This discrepancy between the brand
name and the manufacturer’s name prompts me to be on my guard. Firstly, I
ponder over the meaning of the word itself: Gauloises establishes a questionable
link between the cigarettes and the ancestral way to name the French people. This
feeling of national identification is confirmed by the writing of the words ‘liberty,
always’: these words take up one of the three words of the French national motto:
‘liberty, equality, fraternity.’ Secondly, I am all the more led to suspicion as my
first feeling is confirmed by the use of a symbol, the Gallic helmet, and many
other connotations.

The Gallic man and his helmet inevitably remind me of the famous comics
hero Asterix, whose portrait amazingly resembles my cigarette pack’s logo,
colour and graphics included! Encouraged by such a profusion of symbolic
meanings, I pursue this line by focusing this time on gender games. On the one
hand, the helmet figures a male and virile warrior, who obviously is the French
equivalent of Marlboro’s cowboy. On the other hand, the feminine gender
‘Gauloises’ undoubtedly introduces an erotic meaning. Indeed, we have to open
the pack to meet the product – to undress the ‘Gauloises’ in order to embrace
them. The desire of my manly warrior is probably all the more excited as these
‘Gauloises’ are described as ‘blonde’ and ‘light.’ These two adjectives are
disturbing in French: a ‘light blonde’ means a blonde woman of easy virtue.
Moreover, the French language uses almost the same word for a vamp and a
match: a vamp is called an allumeuse and a match an allumette. Now, isn’t a
match the necessary companion of a smoker and his cigarette? Of course!
Matches and cigarette makers have long played on words and images, they have
forced the analogy between the allumette and the allumeuse, they have played
with sexual symbolism as is evidenced on these three old matchboxes:
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In short, when considering the symbolic side of packaging, we are led from
one interpretation to another, as if we are trapped in the intoxicating whirl of crit-
icism: we slip from pictures to symbols, from connotations to manipulations; we
revisit the lessons of Sidney Levy, Ernest Dichter, Herbert Marcuse, Jean
Baudrillard and today Naomi Campbell: we are soon convinced that products are
bought not for what they are but for what they mean (Levy 1959), we are
persuaded that we are influenced by market professionals (Dichter 1960), alien-
ated by commercial narratives (Marcuse 1964; Baudrillard 1970), blinded by the
advertising smokescreen which makes us take the logos for the products them-
selves (Klein 2001), until we believe that a mortal poison is a source of fantasy
and pleasure!

How Criticism Screens the Perception of Commercial Information
Now, if we should be careful with advertising mirages, should we not also
beware of the sirens of criticism? A smokescreen could hide either the symbolic
or the critical views of advertising from one another. So, we have to be vigilant
in examining both sides clearly and we can not allow ourselves to be swayed too
heavily by only one side or view of these questions. There is another side to pack-
aging that we must be careful to consider. This other side of packaging deals with
all that criticism doesn’t look at, all the dimensions built into packaging that crit-
icism fails to see. In order to take this other side of packaging into account, we
must proceed by subtraction and make a systematic list of what criticism does
not list. At the end of such an operation, we easily obtain the double list (Fig.
10.4) of what criticism does and does not look at.

Thanks to such an inventory we discover a stunning paradox: there are almost
three times as many things on the side of what criticism doesn’t see or refuses to
see as on the side that it sees and only wants to see! If we now consider not only
the number – 13 vs. 5 – but also the nature of these elements, we discover a
contrast just as astonishing. On the one hand, we have the symbolic dimension
which is supposed to move us away from the materiality of the product; on the
other hand we have the informational dimension. This dimension points to the
product’s substantial and material components: the ‘20 filter cigarettes’ clearly
indicates the pack’s content, the rubrics ‘tobacco,’ ‘cigarette paper,’ ‘flavour and
texture agents,’ ‘nicotine’ and ‘wood tar’ precisely detail the cigarettes’ composi-
tion, the phrases ‘very dangerous to your health’ and ‘smoking causes cancer’
signal tobacco’s long-term effects, the expressions ‘Altadis,’ ‘made in France’
and ‘sold in France’ give precise details not only about the product’s name, but
also about its origin and destination.

Consequently, the certainties I mentioned before are now turned upside down.
By taking into account the evident content of the pack – cigarettes and cigarettes
only – I realize that the adjectives blond and légères may point out a type of
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tobacco rather than a hair colour (blond is the French word for mild); they indi-
cate a manufacturing method rather than a behaviour of easy virtue (légères).
Finally, I am now wondering if I have not used the wrong column, or at least if I
should not have written some information twice, on the left on the symbolic side
and on the right on the information side. A short while ago I was facing polyse-
mous images that bet on the possible manipulation of the consumer through his
unconscious drives. I am now facing very factual and denotative references that
bet, on the contrary, on the consumer’s computing abilities. Thanks to what I
read, I know what I am buying, in what quantity, and with what effects; I am
‘equipped’ to exercise my rationality, my preferences, and to make a choice
between competing products.
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What Criticism Sees What It Neglects

Gauloises

Blondes [Light]

Casque [Helmet]

Légères/Light

Liberté, Toujours [Liberty, Always] Nuit gravement à la santé [Very
dangerous to your health]

Fumer provoque le cancer [Smoking
causes cancer]
20 Cigarettes filtre [20 Filter ciga-
rettes]
Tabac [Tobacco]: 86,5%
Papier à cigarette [Cigarette paper]:
5,5%
Agents de saveur et de texture
[Flavour and texture agents]: 8%
Nicotine: 0,60 mg
Goudrons [Wood tar]: 8,0 mg
Altadis
Fabriqué en France [Made in France]
01 Vente en France [Sold in France]

Figure 10.4 What criticism sees, and what it neglects

label éco-emballage
[eco-packaging label]
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In fact, for more than a century now, the packaged description of products has
completely transformed our relationship to market matters. The transformation is
threefold: firstly, packaging led us to discover some product dimensions that
where completely invisible before; secondly, packaging taught us a legal way to
look at things; thirdly, packaging helped us to reach not only the market of prod-
ucts, but also a market of evaluative methods of goods and services.

Packaging: How to make One see the Invisible Before cigarette packs were
invented, tobacco was sold in bulk like many other products, or it was packaged
by the local dealer in anonymous packets. The packaging innovation was mostly
an answer to the risks associated with this first way of product presentation.
Indeed, with bulk sales it was possible to market very different things under the
same generic product name. The frauds that often happened as a result of this
alarmed some producers who reckoned they were harmed by the unfair compe-
tition of lower quality products that were indiscernible to the individual
consumer’s eye. In order to signal the difference, some producers packaged their
products and put their brand name on it (Strasser 1989); others took court action
that led to pure food and competition laws (Cochoy 2002b). These two types of
action finally forced the marking of product content and origin and, by the way,
the packaged presentation of products.

Now, this packaged presentation completely changed the relationship between
consumers and products. With bulk sale, the Buridan’s donkey problem did not
exist – there was only one choice – and the only way to evaluate the products was
to taste them. With packaging however, it became possible not only to hesitate
between two occurrences of the same product, but the same product could also
receive two different presentations. With packaging, differences could be named,
invented, underlined. Moreover, tasting the products became impossible, and the
consumer was thus forced to refer to an indirect and scriptural evaluation of
goods. Consequently, the consumer learned new methods of product examina-
tion. Physical feelings were complemented by or replaced with the consideration
of chemical, scientific or even cultural dimensions. Packaging made it possible
to reach some product aspects that were inaccessible before, such as the nicotine
percentage we already dwelt on. Here comes the main paradox of packaging:
packaging is a screen that, while hiding what it shows, also shows what it hides,
but shows it differently, and thus ends up teaching us more about the product
itself than what we could learn on our own.

Packaging: How to put the Law into Practice The second transformation stem-
ming from the packaging mediation was the learning by each consumer of the
legal way to look at products. We all know that the law as a whole relies, curi-
ously enough, on a completely unrealistic maxim: ‘no one should ignore the law.’
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Now, thanks to packaging, this maxim lost part of its unrealistic character in
order to progressively come into the realm of reality. When today we read on our
cigarette pack ‘very dangerous to your health’ or ‘smoking causes cancer,’ we
guess that there is little chance that the producer is the actual author of these
messages! But the health warnings are the latest and most obvious traces of law
on packaging. Indications such as content, weight, product’s composition, far
from being the natural expression of products are, on the contrary, the result of a
patient work of codification that was largely enforced by the law.

The chronological account of packaging inscriptions reveals both the impor-
tance and the contingence of this type of market mediation. For instance, in the
French tobacco case, it was only with the Veil law of 9 July, 1976, that packs were
branded with the complete composition of cigarettes. Before this law, the evalu-
ation of the product relied only on the tobacco type and the cigarettes’ name,
limiting consumer evaluation to taste and symbols. On the contrary, with the
indication of composition, the consumer learnt how to judge according to a new
possible preference, like the preference for health he was previously unable, if
not to know, at least to exercise. As a consequence and through the continuous
display of compulsory information, packaging progressively succeeded firstly in
presenting the letter of the law on a daily basis, and secondly in relaying new
ways to evaluate the products. These ways were more analytic and rational; they
were as much oriented towards origin and production matters as focused on the
product and its consumption. All things considered, by showing the law directly
on the product, packaging succeeded in changing the identity of the consumer
himself. Thanks to packaging, the consumer became able to take into account
new choice criteria, to question the quality of products, to express his point of
view and to defend his interest.

Packaging: How to build a Market of Product Qualifications The branding of
the law on the product’s body highlights the third transformation of the market
relationship that occurred thanks to packaging. Indeed, packaging transforms the
old bilateral relationship between the vendor and the consumer into a multilat-
eral exchange. The packaging appears as a place of expression, a genuine plat-
form, a forum where a plurality of entities can simultaneously argue to gain the
consumer’s attention. Thanks to packaging indeed, the vendor is no longer the
only actor talking to the client: the vendor must now share his right to speak with
the producer, who praises his product and brand in his own way, but also with the
health authorities that propose an alternative vision of the product, with the ‘eco-
packaging’ logo, that wants to signal the importance of an ecological manage-
ment of waste! Thanks to packaging, we are not even certain that the consumer
is alone in front of the product. The bar code for instance, that we forgot to
mention hitherto, is unreadable for the consumer but very significant for the
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scanner it is talking to. This code can delegate the consideration of prices to
back-office automatisms; it thus concentrates consumer attention on the evalua-
tion of the qualitative dimensions of products.

Of course, the comparison between packaging and a platform leads us to
consider the management of speaking time or rather, in this particular case, to
check the writing space allowed to each one. From this point of view, the critics’
interpretation wins through its graphical evidence: on my cigarette pack, the
brand name, the helmet, the adjectives ‘blonde’ and ‘light’ obviously occupy the
front of the scene; the symbols play the first roles and consequently relegate
factual information to the periphery of the central face, or even to the other sides
of the pack. Is public health losing the game? We can wonder. The counter-attack
has already occured: since September 2003 a new European regulation has been
imposed, requiring health warnings to occupy between 30 and 50 per cent of the
packaging surface. Moreover, these warnings are becoming more shocking
(‘Smoking kills/may kill’).6 So, while one side tries to divert the other’s speech,
the others are elbowing their way back onto the pack: this unceasing struggle
around the packaging battlefield highlights the existence of a true market of
product qualifications; this market offers to the consumer many ways to take,
taste and test the products.

The proposed qualifications go from product to brand, from taste to symbolic
references, from product composition to public health issues. This last issue of
public health is particularly interesting, since it reinjects political matters into the
product itself. Here many questions arise: where is the border between market
and politics? In my French bar, alcohol and tobacco effects are combined and
people get very heated: the dispute around the advantages and drawbacks of
products is drifting away towards a political debate, where the choice of a French
President ends up replacing that of pastis and cigarettes.

A President? ‘Marketization’ of Politics and ‘Politicization’ of the
market

Marketization of Politics
Up to now, I have essentially dwelt on the role of packaging, on the way this
apparently trivial envelope succeeds in deeply transforming the consumer’s
cognition on the one hand, the supply side strategies on the other hand. But the
particular resources of packaging action may also set its limits. Even if very
powerful in the art of concealment and display, does not packaging lose all its
talents when things – or men, such as politicians – are impossible to cover with
a material wrapping? In order to answer such a question, let’s start from the cover
of a well-known consumerist magazine published a few days before the French
presidential election (Fig. 10.5). 
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Obviously enough, this cover easily destroys my hypothesis according to
which some ‘products’ such as politicians may escape the packaging game. On
the cover, we see two dolls, one with the face of the former President Jacques
Chirac, the other with the face of the ex-Prime Minister Lionel Jospin. Now these
dolls are duly packaged, as ordinary Barbie dolls. Moreover the boxes are pack-
aged according to the rule book. Nothing is missing: neither the colors and logos
of their respective brands – I beg your pardon: of their parties! – nor the eco-
packaging label and the bar code, neither the certificate of product conformity to
European standards nor the pictogram indicating that these toys are not suitable
for children under 18! Thanks to packaging, each one of the two dolls receives a
nickname, ‘Inaction man’ for Chirac, ‘Moralisator’ for Jospin, and each one is
flanked with a flashy sticker highlighting their respective advantages. Backed
with photographs, Chirac-Inaction-man is ‘certified: 3000 handshakes an hour!’,
Jospin-Moralisator receives his ‘New feature 2002: built-in smile!’ The journal
presents the perfect political Buridan’s donkey scene. This structure is reinforced
with the name of the magazine Qui choisir (who can we choose?), and confirmed
with the title of the comparative test itself: ‘Presidential election. Defective
programmes, hidden flaws, lack of guarantees: a real draw!’

But I suddenly fall on a little detail and I pull a face. I almost confused an ‘i’
and an ‘e,’ I almost mixed the copy with the original, I almost mistook a parodic
Qui choisir (the equivalent of Who?) for the very serious Que choisir (the equiv-
alent of Which?)! If it weren’t for this little vowel, the sacrilege would have been
perfect: a major French consumer magazine has dared to package politics; it has
dared to apply a consumer test to politicians as if they were ordinary goods
(Mallard 2000). Finally, the top heading of the parodied magazine sets my mind
at rest: ‘One more ordinary forgery signed Jalons.’ I am in front of a pastiche, of
a diversion full of irony, whose humour and impertinence finally reinforces the
autonomy of politics. If we smile, it is of course because the situation seems ill-
placed, it is of course because we consider that politicians may not be chosen as
toys, that persons (Qui: who) cannot be treated like objects (Que: which). In brief
we think that politics and market matters cannot be mixed.

However, before concluding that politics and market cannot mix, I have to
check if the true Que choisir journal has not committed the same crime, if one
of the main press outlets of French consumerism has not yielded to the tempta-
tion of confusing the vote and the purchase, to put the candidates to a test like
home appliances (Fig. 10.6). And here comes the surprise! I fall on the second
degree Buridan’s donkey, I discover that Que choisir made quietly and seriously
what its clone Qui choisir only dared with much ado and humour (see the
heading: ‘Presidential election: 17 candidates tested’)

However, the genuine journal Que choisir does not dramatize the issue of the
‘voter test.’ It adopts a cautious method on at least four points. Firstly, the doll’s
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box is replaced with a ballot box. Secondly the proposed test on the cover is
much more circumspect: the duel between Chirac and Jospin is enlarged to the
17 candidates running for President.7 Thirdly, the journal examines the candi-
dates only according to the criteria it favours and is competent to deal with. This
restriction is perceptible on the ballot envelopes: ‘not free checks,’ ‘GMOs’; it is
also confirmed when one looks at the pages in the magazine: Que choisir clearly
conducts a comparative test, but this test is restricted to the issues that are more
likely to interest consumers and their representatives (food, money, environment,
justice, health, public services). Fourthly, politicians are not ‘tested’ without their
consent, but according to the answers they formerly gave themselves to a ques-
tionnaire that was sent to them by the journal editorial staff. (Que choisir thus
concedes the possibility of a self-test method for this particular type of product!)
Que choisir’s procedure appears to be ponderous, respectful, dispensatory and
restricted, as if politicians could not be tested like ordinary products, as if market
and politics were not really compatible. In short, a careful examination of Que
choisir practices tends to show that the marketization of politics does not go as
far as we might suppose when looking at the magazine’s cover (Fig. 10.7).

However, two important questions remain.
The first question is that of Que choisir, when the journal questions all the

candidates on the consumption issues they usually neglect. By antiphrasis this
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question points at the implicit packaging of all political discourses. Indeed, in the
same way as each packaging proposes a limited, exclusive series of evaluation
criteria to the consumer, the political discourse arbitrarily selects the debate
dimensions and sometimes leaves themes in the dark that may be crucial. For
instance, if the French presidential election largely focused the French voters on
security issues, it completely forgot the themes of consumption, European
construction or foreign policy. The unexpected intrusion of Que choisir makes us
discover the considerable extension of the packaging economy which often takes
immaterial forms, and secondly the importance of the upstream selection of the
criteria along which we build our preferences and choices.

Finally the second question arises from the caricatural battle between Chirac-
Inaction-man and Jospin-Moralisator. This dramatization of the political choice
only furthers the polls’ and commentators’ anticipation: the media were all fore-
casting a duel between these two candidates for the second run of the election,
while presenting this duel as a Buridan’s choice between the same and the same.
We thus learn that, upstream of the framing of choice criteria through packaging,
there occurs a less perceptible framing which sets choice scenes, selects alterna-
tives, and favours some products over others. But the history of the French pres-
idential election also teaches us that excessive framing may cause some over-
flowing (Callon 1998b), it shows that the voters-consumers can be ‘recalcitrant’
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(Latour, 1997) and that pernicious effects may appear: thanks to the Buridan’s
donkey rhetoric of the media and of the candidates themselves, French electors
were convinced that the first round was already played, they were persuaded that
the second round would oppose two similar candidates. Thus voters took advan-
tage of it to express some little preferences … little preferences whose accumu-
lation ended up with a ridiculous score for the former president, the elimination
of his prime minister, and the surprising promotion of the abominable Le Pen.
The unusual perspective of the consumerist magazine as the tragic fancies of
French electors make us discover the importance of the hidden packaging of
political choices: democracy implies not only the vote computation for a given
political supply, but also the building up of new preferences and the setting of
new possible choices.

But what is true for politics is also true for the market. The setting of choices,
be they political or commercial, is a political matter for at least two reasons.
Firstly, the importance of the framing of choice scenes and criteria determines a
power struggle between supply and demand representatives that deserves to be
revealed and studied. Secondly, the possible use of packaging as a public debate
arena makes it accessible to many expression forms, including political ones. For
these two reasons packaging becomes a privileged means for market politization.

The Politicization of the Market
Talking in terms of politization of the market may be surprising if we consider
the traditional separation between market and political issues. Since Adam
Smith’s Wealth of Nations, we know that the market institution has been
presented as an alternative to politics, as a means to obtain social order without
the help of public authority, thanks to the virtuous combination of private inter-
ests (Hirschman 2002). Since Polanyi’s Great Transformation, we also know that
the Smithian market has been politically founded and ruled: the free market
utopia came into facts only when it became a true political project supported by
public authorities; then, if the market economy has endured, it is only thanks to
the assistance of public institutions aimed at protecting and controlling its func-
tioning (Polanyi 2001). Now, a new development emerges as an extension or a
by-product of these two forms of evolution: economic actors are more and more
bent on including political issues into the market itself.

In order to understand how the material inscription of politics into the market
works, we would do better to shift products. I propose to look at commodities
that are a priori more independent from public policy issues than cigarettes and
alcohol: I suggest looking at their table companion: coffee. Indeed, after
drinking, smoking and talking a lot, a little cup of coffee is quite welcome to
regain (political) consciousness. The only problem here is that before drinking
we must as usual choose the beverage we are going to drink. The donkey sleeping
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in us then makes a dramatic comeback; once again, the choice between similar
packagings precedes and determines the beverage consumption (Fig. 10.8).

As usual we are facing two strangely similar packets. On each side, we have
the same type of coffee: ‘100 % arabica,’ with the same brown ‘colour code’
attached to this variety; we also have the same exotic and colourful tones with
Gringo and Kalinda, the same far-away origins (Latin America and Africa,
Haiti). However, and as usual, similarities are present to underline differences.
While a packaging bets everything on images, and calls for seduction, the other
one prefers literacy and calls for reflection. The packaging on the left focuses on
giant coffee beans placed on an exotic geographic background. Moreover, these
coffee beans astutely refer to the brand logo: the coffee bean replaces the circular
shape of the ‘Q’ letter in ‘JACQUES VABRE.’ By contrast, the packaging on the
right contents itself with typed words aimed at qualifying both the coffee (‘fine
and flavoured’) and its production mode (‘traditional and craft roasting’). Here
the product and its production are inseparable. This is what the only iconic
element of the packaging suggests: the drawing of a moustached peasant
carrying a coffee bag on his back and the binary motto ‘a great coffee, a great
cause.’

Drawing a parallel between a ‘coffee’ and a ‘cause’ aims at establishing a rela-
tionship between a personal and material pleasure on the one hand and a collec-
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tive and ethical goal on the other hand. The key of this relationship is given to us
on the back of the packaging, where we can read the following explanation:

What is the Max Havelaar guarantee?
The assurance of drinking a high quality coffee that was handled with care from its
culture to its roasting.
The assurance of helping small coffee producers to live decently from their work.
Indeed, the coffee you are about to drink was bought directly from small producers at
prices above the world rates, after a partial financing of their harvests.
By purchasing this coffee:
• You help the preservation of a high coffee quality level.
• You contribute to improving fair trade between the North and the South.
• You favour the betterment of the living conditions of the families of small Southern

producers.

The purpose here is to refer choices to a new preference: the preference for ‘fair
trade,’ that is: for the ethical and political content of products. The institution is
the ‘Max Havelaar’ NGO, that works in favour of more justice in international
trade, and that comes to give its ‘guarantee,’ to certify the exchange conditions,
thanks to a ‘third party’ auditing system.

In order to legitimize the politicization of products, in order to link consumer
preferences with the producers’ fate, Max Havelaar wavers between two logics:
the brand logic, which is always suspected of behaving as judge and judged, and
the regulation or certification logic, which both rely on a much larger and clearer
basis. The Max Havelaar label makes us understand the potential strength of the
politicization movement which is gathering a growing number of actors and
institutions: ‘buycott’ actions aimed at granting virtuous companies (Friedman
1999), the ‘clean clothes campaign’ (Lalanne 2003), the voluntary codes of
conduct (Daugareilh 2002), the SA 8000 standard for social certification
(Cochoy 2003), the ethical investment funds (Giamporcaro 2002), the movement
for business social responsibility (Salmon 2000; Minvielle 2001), the group for
‘ethics on labels’ in France (Grenouillet 2001), and more generally all the other
forms of contemporary ‘political consumption’ (Micheletti 2003; Micheletti
Föllesdal & Stoll 2003).

This undertaking has at least four main characteristics. Firstly, it favours a
voluntary and substantial politicization of the products. As a consequence, it can
be confused neither with the old method consisting in introducing politics into
the markets from the outside and by force like law on cigarette packs, nor with
old strategies like ‘cause-related marketing’ proposing to give some money to a
charity organization for the sale of each Big Mac (Varadarajan & Menon 1988).
The aim of the politicization of products is neither to do politics at products’
expense, nor to do marketing at causes’ expense, but to sell the political content
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of products. The second point sets very intimate links between the politicization
of products and the economics of quality (or qualities) (Karpik 1989; Callon,
Méadel & Rabeharisoa 2000). Indeed, the politicization of products extends clas-
sical product differentiation through material characteristics or services with a
differentiation through the ethical and social content of the products. Thirdly,
market politicization reverses Marx’s commodity fetishism. Marx denounced
market goods as idols hiding the scandal of the production relationships they
came from. On the contrary, with political consumption it is the production rela-
tionship itself which becomes a fetish and works as a commercial argument!
(Cochoy 2002b). The fourth characteristic of this type of undertaking is its close
relationship with the market mechanism, since it paradoxically uses the market
power as the only means to fight against its abuses and to relay the criticism
against globalization. In the absence of an efficient international law, a competi-
tion grounded on ethical and political preferences appears as the only way to
sustain and preserve human and citizenship values. Bruno Latour (forthcoming)
shows very well how the new ecological issues urgently call for the construction
of new democratic procedures aimed at bringing things into politics.
Symmetrically, it seems as if the growing politicization of the market asks for the
setting of new and more transparent rules aimed at welcoming politics into
things.

Conclusion: What Packaging Makes us Do

We left the consumer in order to look at these packagings the consumer looks at.
Where did this detour lead us? From bottles to cigarette packs, from dolly-
politicians to coffee, we understood to what extent the packaging device equips
and transforms our choices: packaging teaches us to consider the product under
a new light, they deceive and inform us, they are symbolically seductive but they
also reveal the hidden properties of products, they bind us to the egoist and mate-
rial pleasure of consumption, but they also uncover the political side of things.
Finally our packagings have four interrelated dimensions: an emotional dimen-
sion that bets on symbolic appeals and seduction, a sociological dimension that
plays on routine and attachments, a logical dimension that calls for our reflexive
and calculative abilities, an axiological dimension that looks towards values,
collective consciousness and the consumer’s political commitment. We thus find
again on packagings themselves the four action patterns we thought were
reserved to human actors: the calculation of economists and the routine of soci-
ologists, but also the seduction and politics of ordinary people. Sometimes, one
of these action schemes prevails; sometimes, they all are present and fight each
other to gain the consumer’s attention. Each one of these dimensions distributed
on the product’s face tries to activate a particular action pattern, to drag the
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consumer from the routine to the calculative scheme, to break up the consumer’s
calculation in order to provoke a political commitment, etc. Then, where do our
preferences come from? From within ourselves or from the packaging’s surface?
Where do we have to look for the consumer’s theory? Inside the consumer or on
the objects held out to him?

In order to answer these tricky questions we should not stay as before in bars
reserved to adults to protect children, but rather listen to children when they care
about adults, when they worry about their tendency to talk, drink and smoke too
much. Bruno Latour (1999) quotes a touching comic where a father says to his
little daughter that he is smoking, and the little girl answers to her father that she
thought he was rather smoked by his cigarette. Bruno Latour rejects the alterna-
tive between the active and passive voices by suggesting the following solution:
neither do we smoke our cigarettes nor are we smoked by them. Simply, ciga-
rettes make us smoke. What is true for cigarettes is even truer for the packagings
that precede and direct the choice: we no more choose cigarettes packs than we
are chosen by them. Simply, packagings make us choose. For Bruno Latour, the
particular contribution of objects to action precisely lies in this ‘make do,’ in the
ability that objects have to lead people beyond themselves, without however
denying their initiative and action. When taking into account these packagings
that make us choose, we finally understand that consumer theories are distributed
between persons and things and exchanged through action. We also understand
why the consumer finally escapes the Buridan’s donkey identity: his hesitation
lasts only a split second, it lasts the time for supply to suspend the consumers’
action scheme and to propose him other references as preferences, in order to
help him to make his choice, to choose in the right way.

Notes

1. This perspective proposes to trace people’s cognitive resources out of them-
selves, in the material devices that equip and help them to make decisions; it
is directly inspired by the study of situated cognition of Norman (1988),
Hutchins (1994) and Suchman (1987).

2. For a social history of marketing and consumer research, see Cochoy, 1998;
Cochoy 1999.

3. The purpose is to take seriously an old proposal of Morris Holbrook (1984):
In my view, [the business system] differs from other types of systems by virtue
of the fact that a business always involves inter-relations between managers
and customers or consumers. So, if we want to understand business, we had
better study both managers and customers’ (177).

4. All that walking [in New York] had made the appetite grow, so … we made a
variety of stops … finally on to Pastis on Ninth Avenue, which is hip and
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currently very hot. … The white tiles on the pillars came from a Parisian
Metro and the furniture gives the impression of a fin-de-siecle brasserie.
Enamelled advertisements for Ricard and Gauloises complete the effect.”
(Tullio, 2001)

5. This cigarette pack was photographed in 2001, and thus complies with the
legal rules of that time. The appearance of Gauloises’ packagings has recently
been changed according to the requirements of the new EU directive which
came into force on 30 September, 2003.

6. Directive 2001–37, Journal Officiel des Communautés européennes, 18 juillet
2001.

7. A few days later Charles Pasqua was put ‘out of sale’ for a lack of signatures
(according to the French constitution, each candidate needs to obtain 500
signatures from elected representatives in order to run for President).
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Visual Consumption in the Image Economy

Jonathan E. Schroeder

This chapter presents a visual approach to consumer research, dislocating the
consumption domain away from the attitude researcher’s laboratory, beyond the
behavioural decision theorist’s rational model, and off the marketing strategist’s
brand map, toward concerns about what consumers look at, what they see, and
how they make sense of the visual world. Following the interpretative turn in
consumer research, my perspective on the production and consumption of
images draws from art history, photography and visual studies to develop an
interdisciplinary, visual approach to understanding consumer behaviour. I focus
on the image and its interpretation as foundational elements of elusive consump-
tion, bringing together theoretical concerns about image and representation to
build a multidisciplinary approach to consumption in what I call ‘the image
economy’ (Schroeder 2002).

An image serves as a stimulus, a text or a representation that drives cognition,
interpretation and preference (cf. Zaltman 1997). As psychologist and art histo-
rian Rudolf Arnheim argues, ‘one must establish what people are looking at
before one can hope to understand why, under the conditions peculiar to them,
they see what they see’ (Arnheim 1977: 4). Thus, I pay a great deal of attention
to identifying what consumers look at, how this is informed by the visual
genealogy of contemporary images, and how those images signify. I draw upon
several image theorists to develop a way of understanding images for consumer
researchers, and make visible particular possibilities of meanings relative to
certain images. Images function within culture, and their interpretative meanings
shift over time, across cultures and between consumers. My aims are interpreta-
tive rather than positive – to show how images can mean, rather than demonstrate
what they mean. Image interpretation remains elusive – never complete, closed,
or contained, meant to be contested and debated. 

To discuss the prominence and proliferation of images, I developed a theoret-
ical approach to visual consumption. By visual consumption, I mean not just
visually oriented consumer behaviour such as watching videos, tourism or
window-shopping, but also a methodological framework to investigate the inter-
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stices of consumption, vision and culture, including how visual images are
handled by consumer research (Schroeder 1998, 2002, 2003). Visual consump-
tion constitutes a key attribute of an experience economy organized around atten-
tion. We live in a digital electronic world, built with images designed to capture
eyeballs, build brand names, create mindshare and produce attractive products
and services. 

In a market based on images – brand images, corporate images, national
images and images of identity – vision is central to management in the informa-
tion society. Today’s organizations are faced with the ‘frantic production of
images which are circulated; a frantic translation of incoming images into
collages of “ideal companies”; less frantic but steady attempts to translate those
images into the local practices and vice-versa; and once again a production of
self-images to be sent around’ (Czarniawska 2000: 216). Global consumers
enthusiastically consume images; brand images, corporate images and self-
images are critical economic and consumer values; global market culture is
constructed of symbolic environments; visual consumption emerges as critically
important for understanding contemporary consumers. 

Visual consumption begins with images. Visual consumption of images is an
important, but by no means comprehensive approach to understanding
consumers. Rather, by focusing on visual issues in consumer behaviour, we gain
an appreciation of the prominence of the image in brand-building campaigns,
consumer self-construction, and visual consumption processes that dominate
contemporary culture.

My work has focused on how visual representation works within a semiotic
system of meaning influenced by cultural processes including marketing, the
Internet and mass media. If we agree that products, services, brands and concepts
are marketed via images, then we need to think carefully about what this implies
economically, managerially, psychologically and politically. One logical conclu-
sion is that this implies rethinking competition. From a consumer point of view,
competition need not be constrained by standard industrial classifications,
product categories, or corporate discourse such as the McDonald vs. Burger
King wars. However, current discussion about competition often reflects a
modernist, rational, physical product based view of the market that is at odds
with the way the consumption really works (see Holt 2002; Schroeder 2002). In
this essay, I focus on advertising, photography and the World Wide Web’s inter-
connected roles in visual consumption.

The Visual Imperative 

Toyota Motor Corporation’s Website, Gazoo.com, is named after the two
Japanese language characters for ‘visual’ (Strom 2000). The Toyota Website, so
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dubbed to celebrate its ability to bring the showroom to the consumer, visually
represents the company – its brand, products, dealer showrooms and customer
service. In a recent publicity photo, Akio Toyada, the force behind the site, writes
the ga zoo characters with the phonetic translations below – without PowerPoint
slides, fancy graphics or sophisticated visual equipment. Rather, he uses a felt-
tip marker on a rather nondescript whiteboard, relying on an ancient tradition of
writing characters to communicate his message about the latest in information
technology – the World Wide Web. Gazoo.com signifies the centrality of vision
in today’s market, as well as the problems of translating corporate strategy into
computer screens.

The World Wide Web mandates visualizing almost every aspect of corporate
strategy, operations and communication. Moreover, the requirements and poten-
tials of the Web have profoundly influenced the dissemination of financial
analysis, corporate reports and consumer information. The Web produced a
visual revolution in marketing in which ‘everything from the structure of the
book to the layout of pages, distribution of images such as photographs, illustra-
tions or digital backgrounds, and use of typography are brought to bear on
conveying the company’s image’ (Murray 2000: 5). To a large extent, competi-
tive advantage depends on effectively presenting visual information. 

From the consumer perspective, visual experiences dominates the Web (cf.
Venkatesh 2003). The navigational aesthetics of the Web depend upon clear pages
that involve viewers, blending coherence and interest in an easily navigable site;
consumers prefer environments in which they can make sense of what they see
and in which they can gain new knowledge (Kaplan & Kaplan 1982). However,
the Web’s rapid growth, combined with a still emerging understanding of how to
design sites, has made Web navigation often difficult, messy, and frustrating. One
commentator contends that Web designing ‘comes down to a simple problem:
how to make navigating the Web a more visual experience’ (Wagstaff 2001: 25).
Web design has brought visual issues into the mainstream of strategic thinking,
and spurred research about perception and preference of visual displays. 

The Web, among its many influences, has put a premium on understanding
visual consumption. Internet economics consolidates corporate activity into
visual displays. Clearly, the look of Web pages is fundamentally related to
strategy – visual design has become foregrounded as a key e-commerce tool. The
World Wide Web presents sites in which consumers navigate through an artificial
environment almost entirely dependent upon their sense of sight. Web designers
try to ‘capture eyeballs’ with visually interesting, coherent and easily navigable
sites. Although the Web is a contemporary, sophisticated image delivery system,
it relies on the visual past to generate meaning. Moreover, the digital electronic
architecture of the Web draws from the classical laws of architecture laid down
centuries ago (Schroeder 2003).
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Photography provides a large component of Web graphics – and the logic of
photographic reproduction informs Internet economics. The Internet’s
economies of scale rely on reproducibility – the ability to digitize and copy infor-
mation without loss of quality (Shapiro & Varian 1999). The computer screen
driven Web limits input from the other senses – it makes visual information
primary, and it attenuates other navigational clues such as body position, touch
and sound. On the Web, visual consumption clearly assumes centre stage.

Understanding Visual Communication

Despite its ubiquity, the visual context of consumption remains under explored
within consumer research. Too often, information processing models dominate
research on visual issues, to the neglect of those scholars who deal specifically
in the visual realm – art historians. Most existing visual consumer research has
focused on images as stimulus material within experimental research, or used
photography as a data-gathering tool (see chapters by Cochoy and O’Guinn in
this volume). In contrast, my approach places the image at the centre of
consumer behaviour. I pay particular attention to photography – which encom-
passes still photography, film, and video – as a key communication and informa-
tion technology (cf. Crawshaw & Urry 1997). 

Today’s visual information technologies of television, film, and the Internet
are directly connected to the visual past (e.g., Borgerson & Schroeder 2003;
Schroeder & Borgerson 2002). Research on information technology (IT) or
information and communication technology (ICT) usually focuses on complex,
sophisticated systems such as mass media, , the Internet, telecommunications, or
digital satellite transmission arrays. These constitute the basic building blocks of
the information society – where information is a crucial corporate competitive
advantage as well as a fundamental cultural force. Photography remains a key
component of many information technologies – digital incorporation of scanned
photographic images helped transform the Internet into what it is today.
Photography, in turn, was heavily influenced by the older traditions of painting
in its commercial and artistic production, reception, and recognition (e.g., Kress
& van Leeuwen 1996; Schroeder 1997; Schroeder & Borgerson 1998; Scott
1994; Stern & Schroeder 1994). 

Despite photography’s dominance of information technology and communica-
tion, most consumers receive little photographic training, and few consumer
research studies place photography at the centre (see Belk 1998). Photography
just is, apparently, its transparency falsely lulls us into believing no special tools
are needed to comprehend its communicative power. We have become so used to
photographic representation that it seems inevitable, a natural record of what
exists or what has happened. Further, advances in photographic technology –
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including cameras, lenses, digital technology, film and printing – push a realist
vision that photography is becoming progressively more accurate, more realistic
and more able to capture almost any subject digitally or on film. Partially due to
this invisibility ‘we pay little attention to this technology – to its workings and its
effects on our lives – even as we ingest massive amounts of its outputs on a daily
basis, produced for our consumption by ourselves and others’ (Coleman 1998:
114). I consider photography a cornerstone of visual consumption.

Associating visual consumption with the art historical world helps to position
and understand photography as a global representational system. This approach
to consumption affords new perspectives to investigate specific art historical
references in contemporary images, such as the gaze, display and representing
identity (see Schroeder & Borgerson 1998). In addition, consumer research can
take advantage of useful tools developed in art history and cultural studies to
investigate the poetics and politics of advertising as a representational system.
Finally, art-centred analyses often generate novel concepts and theories for
research on issues such as patronage, visual attention, information technology
and advertising.

Advertising acts as a representational system that produces meaning beyond
the realm of the advertised product, service or brand. Considering ads as cultural
artefacts helps connect images to broader cultural codes that help create semiotic
meaning; indeed, ads themselves perform identity within cultural discourses. As
consumer researchers increasingly acknowledge cultural codes, consumer
response and deconstruction as essential in understanding how advertising
produces meaning, the multidisciplinary approach presented here aims toward
integrating knowledge from social science and humanities to situate advertising
within perception and culture. Advertising images contradict Roland Barthes’s
influential notion that photography shows ‘what has been’ (1981). As consumers
we should know that what is shown in ads hasn’t really been, it is usually a staged
construction designed to sell something. Yet, largely due to photography’s
realism, combined with technological and artistic expertise, advertising images
produce realistic, pervasive simulations with persuasive power.

Constructing a visual genealogy of contemporary images helps illuminate how
advertising works as the ‘face of capitalism’, harnessing the global flow of
images, fuelling the image economy. For example, I have applied basic issues of
art criticism to an iconic CK One image (shot by Steven Meisel for Calvin Klein)
that profoundly influenced advertising photography. I argued that CK One ads
drew on several distinctive visual genres, including group portraiture and fashion
photography (Schroeder 2000). Group portraits, genealogically linked to the
golden era of Dutch art, are a masculine genre – historically, men inhabited most
portraits of groups such as guilds, corporate boards and sports teams. Fashion
photography is a feminine genre, more closely associated with images of women
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than men (although men dominate the scene behind the lens). I argued that by
juxtaposing and superimposing these two gendered genres, the CK One image
creates an androgynous atmosphere – subtlty supporting its brand identity of a
genderless cologne. Thus, the art historical technique of genre delineation
provides a powerful theoretical insight into how CK One works as an image, an
ad and a visual icon, and helps illuminate key tensions within the politics of
representation, identity and consumption.

Propositions about Visual Consumption in the Image Economy

1. Advertising is the dominant global communication force. Advertising – and
the mass media which it supports – has emerged as a primary societal institu-
tion. For advertising is no longer a means of merely communicating informa-
tion about products, it is the engine of the economy, and a primary player in
the political sphere. The major technological medium of advertising is photog-
raphy, which, of course, includes still photography, film and video.

2. The world’s photographability has become the condition under which it is
constituted and perceived. No single instant of our life is not touched by the
technological reproduction of images. (Cadava 1999). Politics and history are
now to be understood as secondary, derivative forms of telecommunications.
No significant events of the past century have not been captured by the
camera; indeed, photography and film make things significant.

3. Identity is now inconceivable without photography. The world has taken on a
photographic face. Personal as well as product identity (already inextricably
linked via the market) are constructed largely via information technologies of
photography and mass media. The visual aspects of culture have come to
dominant our understanding of identity, as well as the institutionalization of
identity by societal institutions. 

4. The image is primary for branding products and services. Products no longer
merely reflect images – the image often is created prior to the product, which
is then developed to fit the image. Many informational, or content, products
share this production cycle. For example, films are pitched as ideas – images
– first, before they are produced. If they seem worthwhile, then they may
attract captial and a production budget. Many products are designed to fit a
specific target market; they conform to an image of consumer demand (cf.
Firat, Dholakia & Venkatesh 1994; Reynolds and Gutman 1984; Schroeder
2002). This represents a seismic economic shift towards experience, towards
images, towards attention.
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These four propositions create an interdisciplinary matrix for analysing the roles
visual consumption play in the economy. Specifically, they call attention to
photography as an overlooked process within the cultural marketplace of ideas
and images. This set of propositions directs our gaze to the cultural and histor-
ical framework of images, even as it questions the information that feed those
discourses. 

Visual Consumption and its Critics

One might think that the ascendancy of visual images would lead to unprece-
dented visual literacy; that consumers immersed in an image-based world might
emerge picture savvy, accomplished semioticians able to decode and decipher
images easily. Some researchers argue that ‘postmodern’ consumers are not
fooled by images – they know how ads work and resist, embrace, deconstruct or
ignore them at will. Moreover, goes this line of thought, consumers see most ads
from an ironic, detached or playful perspective that dampens their effectiveness
as persuasive messages. Others claim that consumers know what advertising is
all about, that they ‘see through’ its techniques, and understand its influence
upon them. Others have suggested that the visual environment is so heavily satu-
rated with images that advertisements have lost their rhetorical power, thus
leading the advertising industry to develop shock ad campaigns in a desperate
measure to gain consumer attention.

These pronouncements might seem like obstacles for a visually oriented
approach to consumption, so I turn my attention to clarifying the role of visual
consumption in contemporary culture. Currently, there seem to be four distinct
and often contradictory propositions that concern visual consumption. The first
proposition suggests that consumers pay little attention to images, including ads.
Cognitive capacity, heuristic processing, interest and motivation limit human
attention. I dub this the zapping hypothesis. Consumers ‘zap’ through ads with
their handy remote control units, rarely resting their eyes on commercial images.
The second proposition holds that today’s consumers enjoy high levels of visual
literacy – they are successful semioticians of the image economy who understand
how images work. This is the savvy consumer, for whom marketing is trans-
parent. In other words, everyone knows ads are designed to sell things. Third,
some commentators contend that most consumers are unaware – and thus unaf-
fected by deep meaning in advertising imagery. Whereas close scrutiny of
images often reveals semiotic signification, advertising is only skin deep – an
ephemeral, playful part of visual culture. This proposition – seemingly the
antithesis of the previous claim – revolves around what I call the clueless
consumer. Fourth, advertising is doomed by emerging economic phenomena –
pricing information on the Web, alternative marketing strategies, and changing
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media use are combining to alter advertising’s role in corporate strategy.
Advertising is dead, in other words; the visual landscape will be irrevocably
transformed via revolutionary developments in marketing communication tech-
nology and market information.

Zapping
In many ways, doubts about how much consumers pay attention to ads – and how
effective advertising images are – constitute an empirical question. However,
several strands of evidence can be gathered to refute the claim that consumers
pay little attention to advertising. First, advertising appears in more forms than
ever – on the Web, product placements, on buildings, on bus shelters, in spon-
sored events – the logic of advertising underlies much of visual culture. These
advertising images present zapping challenges – designed to subtly occupy
consumer attention within the visual environment, they are difficult to ignore.
Certainly, the entire corporate world would be reluctant to continue such prac-
tices if they did not find them fairly effective. Second, consumers clearly pay
attention to some marketing campaigns – certain print ads in particular have
become collector’s items, and hundreds of Websites post popular images from
CK One, Absolut, Nike and other celebrated campaigns (e.g., Schroeder and
Borgerson 2003). Ads provide many teenager’s bedroom with colourful pictures;
companies like Bare Walls sell poster-sized advertising specifically for home
decor. There is little distinction between many celebrity images and advertising
– pictures have long been part of the publicity machine. Third, most ads work
through repeated exposure – one need not pay much attention to advertising
imagery to recognize the dominant figures and images of the ad world. Fourth,
images often function without awareness or attention, in automatic ways that
consumers have relatively little conscious control over (cf. Bargh 2002).

The Savvy Consumer
Once when lecturing on the interconnections of art and advertising, I began to
describe a particular painting and its signification system. As the students looked
at the image – it was a minor eighteenth century portrait of a nobleman – I
discussed some formal features of portrait painting: what appears in the back-
ground, pose, clothing, personal effects, and studio props. I pointed out that by
including things like globes or maps near the model, painters signified worldli-
ness, scientific knowledge, and possession; and that – like an advertisement –
each part of a painting is put there for a reason. For example, one need only
consult a dictionary of art for a paragraph or two about the globe’s symbolic
significance in art history. Globes are an attribute of truth, fame, and abundance,
and commonly appear as an allegorical attribute of still life paintings and
portraits (Hall 1979). With a bit of knowledge about cartography, intellectual
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history, and exploration, objects like a globe’s presence in the pantheon of
painted objects becomes clearer. The painting we were looking at, for example,
showed the subject’s hand resting on some books. I suggested that this is a tradi-
tional symbol of education, literacy, and higher learning. I pointed out that few
people of the time could read, and that the painter may have added the books on
his own – they needn’t have been there during the portrait sitting. Thus, the man’s
hand gently resting on an open book signified certain things about his character,
in a way that was perhaps more clear to viewers when it was painted, but still
resonant today.

After this point, one of my students became upset. ‘You mean that those things
in the painting mean something?’, he said, his voice rising. ‘That the painter put
those books in there for a reason – they aren’t just there in the room?’ He was
angry. No one had ever taught him about the visual language of images – that
painted objects often signify, that things are not always just as they appear, and
that seeing is only one part of knowing. ‘How come no one ever told me this?’
he asked. A wealth of knowledge has passed him by, and once he began to under-
stand this, he realized how much he had been missing – a world had been hidden
away from him.

For most consumers, the growing volume of images mitigates against under-
standing how they function. We rarely take the time to thoroughly reflect on
advertising imagery, its position as something that apparently comes between
programs, articles, or Websites make it seem ephemeral or at least peripheral to
serious consideration. However, despite the reductionist research paradigm that
distorts our view, advertising does not exist in a vacuum, it is vitally connected
to the cultural worlds of high art, fashion, and photography on one hand, and
media realms of journalism, mass media, and celebrity on the other (see e.g.,
Antick 2002). Part of a long line of visual expression, advertising is embodied
and embedded within a myriad of historical, cultural, and social situations,
contexts and discourses.

The Clueless Consumer
I draw on clinical experience – introducing scores of students to visual consump-
tion processes – to discuss the notion that consumers don’t see signification in
ads, that interpreters ‘read in’ meanings that are lost in the marketplace. This
proposition – which runs counter to the savvy consumer claim – is fairly easily
refuted by the literature. When asked, consumers produce detailed inferences
about imagery and meaning in ads (e.g., Hirschman and Thompson 1997;
McQuarrie and Mick 1999; Mick and Buhl 1992; O’Donohoe 2001; Ritson and
Elliott 1999; Zaltman and Coulter 1995). However, this could be a demand arti-
fact – when prompted by the interested interviewer people may be creating
meanings on the spot. In my experience, however, most people readily make
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associations and symbolic connections from ads, using metaphors, images, and
semiotics, often without awareness of their surreptitious semiotic abilities.

For example, one of my students wanted to write about a Salem cigarette ad.
The image showed a young woman with greenish skin, black pointed fingernails,
wearing a choker of round beads that reflected several images of a man who
appeared to be knocking on a door, attempting to get the woman’s attention. To
me, the image immediately called to mind a witch – and connecting this with the
Salem brand completed the semiotic link. Salem, Massachusetts was the site of
the notorious seventeenth century witch trials – recalled by Arthur Miller’s play
The Crucible. My student said that her roommate thought the image was offen-
sive, but she herself thought it was cool. Resisting the urge to impose my views
upon her, I told her that perhaps the image could be both cool and offensive, and
that it would make an exemplary image for her term project. I recommended that
she consult a book called The Painted Witch: How Western Artists have Viewed
the Sexuality of Women (Mullins 1985). She turned in an exceptional paper that
examined the image from the historical, social, and semiotic perspective that I
have written about here, persuasively connecting the Salem cigarette ad to the
larger domains of history, oppression, and target marketing. I think that her
strong interest in the image – as built in by the ad’s art director – was predicated
on these deeper connections that she was vaguely aware of, but lacked the vocab-
ulary to describe. Further, by encouraging her to delve into the image’s signi-
fying power – without giving her my interpretation – I enabled her to make more
sense of the witch’s status as a visual icon. I think that considering consumers
clueless vastly underestimates their semiotic ability, interpretive power, and crit-
ical thinking potential.

Can images mean anything? Some approaches suggest that images float in the
‘postmodern’ world – signs disconnected from signifiers – allowing consumers
free to generate novel, resistant, and idiosyncratic meaning. Although I agree that
consumers generate their own meaning, and that they bring their own cognitive,
social, and cultural lenses to whatever they see, this does not mean that the
historical and political processes that also generate meaning are eliminated.
Some colleagues maintain that images are open to interpretation, with little to
anchor or fix them to a particular meaning. However, as I have argued, there are
systems of meaning and representational practice that do indeed anchor and fix
images, a claim supported by more recent work in cultural studies and art history
that is critically opposed to the poststructural notion that signs float free of
historical situatedness. This is not to imply that meanings are fixed historically,
and that once an image is decoded, interpretive work ceases. Rather, within a
theoretical understanding of visual consumption, images exist within cultural
and historical frameworks that inform their production, consumption, circula-
tion, and interpretation.
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Is Advertising Dead?
In 1991, marketing guru Regis McKenna predicted the demise of advertising.
He argued that marketing relationships and technology will come to replace
advertising, which ‘serves no useful purpose’ (McKenna 1991: 8). The ‘mono-
logue of advertising’ cannot accommodate feedback for emerging paradigms
such as relationship marketing, McKenna claimed, and most advertising prom-
ised more than products could deliver. Many others have predicted the downfall
of the one-to-many model of traditional media communication, citing the inter-
activity of the Net as more effective and efficient. So far, however, Websites
often resemble mass media outlets, advertising imagery dominates many
Websites and portals, and the Web creates its own brands, largely via traditional
marketing efforts. 

A recent article in the New Yorker goes further with the claim that one of the
most famous ad campaigns in history – for Marlboro cigarettes – was largely
ineffective: ‘People smoked before those ads, and they’ll continue to smoke after
they’re gone. I don’t think they sold a single cigarette’ (photographer Richard
Prince, quoted in Surowiecki 1999: 38). This spectacular assertion seems diamet-
rically opposed to recent court decisions about tobacco advertising that dramat-
ically curtailed cigarette advertising in the USA Remarkably, this puzzling
pronouncement appeared without critical commentary in an influential intellec-
tual forum.

Another attack on advertising’s continued significance comes from pricing
enthusiasts. The Web, some claim, will make price transparent, and consumers
will be less willing to pay higher premiums for well-known brands. In the infor-
mation economy, substitutes abound – who needs books when you can download
the ‘information’? (I have always found that people who predict the end of the
book don’t really like books.) The brand, then, will become less important, hence
advertising will come to focus (again) on product utilities. Although the Web
does make comparison shopping easier for many products, it is unlikely to uproot
consumption behaviour developed over the past hundred years. Consumers lack
technical know-how to evaluate most products, they lack information about
quality, and they often have low motivation to make utilitarian decisions.
Consumers use products to meet expressive needs, they want to minimize cogni-
tive effort. In general, consumers do not shop around – most consumer behav-
iour is routinized, and despite market fragmentation, many consumers remain
brand loyal (Sirgy & Su 2000). The promise of the Web for perfect information
and efficient markets may be realized, but consumer behaviour will not
completely change.
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The Continuing Prominence of the Image

I propose visual consumption as an alternative approach for consumer research,
one that relies on interdisciplinary methods, based on the semiotics of contem-
porary images. Approaching visual representation within consumer research via
the interpretative stances presented offers researchers a grounded method for
understanding and contextualizing images. As art historian Keith Moxey argues:

semiotics makes us aware that the cultural values with which we make sense of the
world are a tissue of conventions that have been handed down from generation to
generation by the members of the culture of which we are a part. It reminds us that
there is nothing ‘natural’ about our values; they are social constructs that not only vary
enormously in the course of time but differ radically from culture to culture (1994: 61).

In connecting images to the external context of consumption, we gain a more
thorough – yet never complete – understanding of how images function.

As visual spectacles, advertising encourages ‘audience participation within a
small set of approved responses’ (Peñaloza 1999: 348, emphasis in original). This
set of responses rarely includes broader political, social and historical contexts
that might interfere with preferred image decoding. Furthermore, perception
depends largely on expectations – what we expect to see we often see.
Advertising conventions encourage use of a narrow set of expectations to decode
and decipher imagery – positive expectations, generally, which lead to promising
conclusions about the advertised item. Contrary to museum going, for instance,
looking at ads seems to require checking one’s cultural knowledge at the door, so
that ads become spectacles of visual consumption. I find studying visual commu-
nication, photography and art history develops my students’ critical thinking. The
mass media provide a multitude of sites that students are engaged in and familiar
with to work on critical thinking skills. Advertising and photography in partic-
ular are of vital interest to students, and mine have enjoyed learning more about
a way of apprehending and critiquing visual imagery.

Advertising remains ‘the privileged discourse for the circulation of messages
and social cues about the interplay between persons and objects’ (Leiss, Kline &
Jhally 1990: 50). Certainly, some consumers are savvy, others may indeed be
clueless, many people zap commercials when they can, and advertising is
changing from its role on the Web. However, the very prominence of images
makes it difficult to understand them; marketing appeals work best if ‘consumers
cannot hold their attention, or focus their desire on any object for long; if they
are impatient, impetuous, and restive, and above all easily excitable and equally
losing interest’ (Bauman 1998: 81–2). Given time to unpack and understand
advertising imagery, my students often react critically to the messages they
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began to see in ads. Upon serious reflection, many promises of advertising seem
unfulfilled and unfulfillable. Just as the perfect vacation remains an elusive goal,
the world of advertising imagery remains always in the future, beyond the reach
of today, a wonderful world of whimsy that bears little resemblance to lived expe-
rience. Advertising, like travel, carries with it a promise of bliss, of consumer
nirvana around the next corner, at the next itinerary stop or the newest software
update. 

Information technology makes looking at many things possible, but it does not
necessarily improve our capacity to see – to engage our senses actively in reflec-
tive analysis. Photography now dominates how we conceive of people, places
and things. Yet photography is not the truth, it is not a simple record of some
reality. I find it useful to think of photography as a consumer behaviour as well
as a central information technology. Photography’s technical ability to reproduce
images makes it a central feature of visual consumption. Furthermore, photo-
graphs tell us where we have been, who we are, and what we value.

Visual consumption characterizes life in the information age – the computer,
the Web, and television structure twenty-first century lives, commanding time
and attention, providing a steady stream of images that appear to bring the world
within. Whether images are approached from psychophysiological, semiotic or
art historical perspectives, it is clear that they are critically important for under-
standing elusive consumption. Visual consumption places the image within a
multidisciplinary matrix, underscoring their complexity, their connections to
ethics and values, and their psychological nature. The image, now as in the past,
provides a key to understanding how we make sense of our world.
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