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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the possibility of a modern consumption distinct from discussions of
the ‘consumer,” ‘consumption,’ ‘consumerism’ and the ‘consumer society’ and rejects the
possibility of a universal or ‘human’ consumption-activity rooted in use that merely varies
with space and time. This is done by exploring the roots of these terms in the philosophical
anthropology of economic theory, specifically the concept of homo eeconomicus. The
economic inheritance within contemporary accounts of the capitalist consumption-relation
is then pursued through a review of the disciplinary approaches to the topic made by
historical accounts of ‘consumer culture,’ the study of patterns of use across the social
sciences, from psychology, through geography to marketing and anthropology. Finally, the
contemporary sociological investigation of ‘consumption’ is critiqued and its broad
reliance upon a utilitarian-derived cost/benefit model adapted to incorporate ‘sign-value’

and discussions of postmodernism are rejected.

This prompts the proposal of a ‘postphenomenological’ approach to the study of modern
consumption and the ‘terrain’ upon which it is available to experience. The bulk of the
thesis, chapters three, four and five, are taken up with a review of the contemporary
commodity-form using the phenomenological categories of space, time and causality,
respectively. This allows a historical perspective to be employed in the analysis of the role
of material factors in the constitution of subjective experience and its role within the
emergence of modern consumption. The theory of modern consumption and the socio-
spatial terrain upon which it unfolds is developed through the concept of ‘affordance,’
adapted from environmental psychology and a re-definition of ‘possession’ that arises from
the inter-relation of being and having. This allows the rejection of the orthodox models and
theories of ‘consumption’ outlined in chapter two. The thesis concludes by advocating an
engagement in a ‘playful’ modern consumption that engages with the commodity-form as
the medium within which contemporary ‘experience’ is transmitted and, which,
consequently, forms the of the phenomenal forms of subjective experience derived from

the capitalist consumption-relation.
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Introduction: Expressing ‘Consumption’

Don’t call this nothing,
This might be all

We ever have.

- Nothing, Uncle Tupelo

There may have been a time when one could encapsulate the relationship of
reality and play in the harmless antithesis, that life is serious, but art is
cheerful. But just as increasing development magnifies the antitheses
everywhere, driving asunder into opposition what was uniformly joined in
the embryonic state, so too life has also become terrible, fearful and tragic,
and it is merely the extension of this — the unavoidable reverse of this state
of affairs — if recreation and play become satyr-like, orgiastic and sensually
intoxicated.

- Simmel (1997: 260), Infelices Possidentes! (Unhappy Dwellers)

The Context of ‘Use’

Marx, it would appear, was right all along: the investigation of the capitalist mode of
production and the forms of social interaction — or ‘sociation’ (Simmel) — which it
facilitates does, indeed, begin with an analysis of the commodity, that seemingly ‘trivial’
thing. Consequently, this thesis seeks to account for the historical development and
contemporary importance of what is commonly termed ‘consumption,’ that is, the various
uses to which the commodified products of the capitalist division of labour are put in
everyday life. However, rather than investigate accounts of the historical evolution of
‘consumer society’ or the role of ‘consumption’ in the identity politics of ‘consumers,’ this
analysis proposes to investigate a definitively modern consumption and the ‘terrain’ upon
which it makes available historically novel forms of experience to its participants. This
requires re-thinking the socio-spatial relationship between people and things, between
‘subjective and objective culture’ (Simmel), and the role of capitalist modernity in
profoundly altering the conditions under which the phenomenal forms of subjective
experience emerge. Consequently, the historical and material processes through which the
forms of ‘lived experience’ (Minkowski, 1970) of capitalist modernity have emerged are
seen as crucial to the theorisation of modern consumption, its transformation of
phenomenal experience and the relationship between being and having, expressed as

‘possession.’

What emerges is an attempt at a ‘postphenomenological’ (Verbeek, 2005) sociology of the

relationship between people and things in which the Cartesian privileging of the human



subject is circumvented through an analysis of the ‘ontological relationship’ of affordance
forged between ‘organism and environment’ (Costall, 2004). Specifically, this requires that
the mutually constitutive relationship between people and things, identified by Verbeek as
the basis of a postphenomenological approach, be located within a material and historical
explanatory framework. Rather than pursuing an account of the psychological motives for
‘consumption’ or the emergence of various social groupings within ‘consumer society,’
this study focuses upon the intersection of the political, economic, social and technological
processes that constitute capitalist modernity, and the ‘technical mediation’ (Latour) of
experience by the commodity-form. Consequently, the transmission of traditional forms of
experience, such as proverbs or fables (Agamben, 1993; 1999), is confounded by the
ubiquity of the commodity-form as a medium of experience. However, this modernisation
of the medium of experience — the objective component of the relation between subjective
and objective culture — brings consequences: it alters the phenomenal forms of subjective

experience born of the contemporary relationship between being and having.

The Affordance of ‘Consumption’

The commodity-form — and its ‘special case’ the money-form, or ‘universal equivalent’
(Marx) — is a technology geared towards the circulation and exchange of value in tangible
form. Dodd (1994) sees the money-form as possessing both a symbolic and a material
aspect, and functioning as an ‘informational’ and ‘chronically mediatized’ phenomenon
within a network of objects, practices and institutions. The same is true of the commodity-
form, regardless of whether it is a product, service, system or experience: both commodity
and money-forms are relational phenomena; both re-present the relations between
(economic) phenomena in abstracted form. The economic juxtaposition of use-value
(subjective) and exchange-value (objective) can be supplemented by the ‘representational’
(Buck-Morss, 1993) or ‘staging value’ (Bohme, 2003; 2006) of the commodity-form,
which is inter-subjective in its constitution. Such an ‘aestheticization of the real’ produced
by those who labour ‘to give an appearance to things and people, cities and landscapes, to
endow them with an aura, to lend them an atmosphere in ensembles’ ultimately erodes ‘the
distinction, so essential to the culture industry theory, between art and kitsch’ (Bohme,
2003: 71-2). It also reinforces the primacy of the relationship between people and things,

particularly its aesthetic or immaterial dimension.

Bohme’s (2006) discussion of the ‘aesthetic economy’ — techno-centric and borderline
determinist as it is — reveals the inadequacy of mainstream sociological studies of

‘consumption,’ ‘consumerism’ or the ‘consumer society.” Such studies do not address the
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historical novelty of contemporary existence, and fail to grasp, interrogate or account for
the consequences of the relationship between people and things within capitalist
modernity. The underlying utilitarian presuppositions inherited from economic theory deny
the possibility of formulating a sociological approach to the capitalist consumption-relation
capable of replacing the cost/benefit analysis of a ‘desiring subject’ with an emphasis upon
the experiential possibilities offered by an engagement with the world. In considering the
market as merely the empty space within which commodities are presented to ‘consumers’
(who are either acquisitive or duped depending upon theoretical orientation), rather than a
complex ferrain composed of ‘networks’ of human and nonhuman ‘actants’ (Latour)
stretching back hundreds of years, the socio-spatial dimension of modern consumption is
ignored. Likewise, the commodity-form’s role as the medium for communicating
‘experience’ necessitates a re-conceptualisation of contemporary subjectivity and its
relationship to temporality, memory and identity, rather than a descent into the perennial
debate between Erlebnis and Erfahrung. Inevitably, then, the changed character of spatial
and temporal experience demands a reappraisal of causality as it has traditionally been
applied to the pursuit, use and ‘consumption’ of objects, services and experiences. Indeed,
in asserting the relation of mutual constitution between people and things the concept of
causality must be rethought. Instead, it is affordance, the relationship between organism
and environment, which determines the spatial, temporal and causal possibilities

constituted by any situation,

Producing modern consumption

The rejection of conventional accounts of the sociological investigation of ‘consumption,’
which lies at the heart of this thesis, begins with the critique of economic theory found in
Chapter One. Economic theory’s attempts to document and define the nature and role of
the capitalist consumption-relation are instructive in that they re-present the historical
evolution of the commodity-form within the capitalist mode of production. For instance, in
pre-classical political economy ownership of valuable objects conferred wealth, since
value always assumed substantial form, such as gold or precious metals, and was created
by either God or nature. However, in classical political economy, epitomised by Smith and
Ricardo, the labour expended in manufacture was acknowledged as contributing to the
creation of the value of a commodity and, as such, was required to be rewarded for this
contribution. While Bentham’s formulation of a ‘hedonic calculus’ allowed the
quantification of subjective utility and its expression as price, which, itself, became the
basis for the neo-classical theorisation of ‘marginal utility,” and underpinned the

comparative evaluation of ‘consumer’ choices in a world of scarce resources. In turn, this
8



led to homo eeconomicus, or economic man, the agent of rational choice in pursuit of

maximum utility.

Neo-classical economic theory understood the ‘consumer’ either as a solitary monad in
pursuit of maximum utility, calculated through a cost/benefit analysis, or as an abstract and
aggregated ideal-type generated by the demand of groups, classes or society at large.
‘Consumer’ choices became the basis for the re-presentation of ‘revealed preferences,’ the
psychological manifestation of utilitarian and aesthetic judgements (Gagnier, 2000)
between commodities based upon their relative or ‘marginal’ utility. Therefore,
commodities were understood as the signs of taste and discrimination of individual egos,
markers of class distinction and an index of civilisation through their embodiment of the
doctrine of progress (discerned in the exercise of rational thought and its technical
deployment). However, this was only possible if economics became a science of words
rather than figures, if value was understood to exist as more than simply utility (von
Wieser, 1889). Thereafter, economic activity could be considered to incorporate the task of
representing social relations and the structuring of interaction, through the explanation of
lifestyle groupings and identity politics discerned in ‘consumer’ choices and ‘consumption’
patterns. In this manner neo-classical economic theory intersected with bourgeois
psychology in charting the project(ion) of the self, or ‘personnation’ (Seltzer, 1992),
through the annexation and manipulation of the contents of the sphere of circulation and

exchange.

The ‘consumer’ of marginalist theory began to resemble the figure of the bourgeois
collector (Stewart, 1998) in that both revealed (constructed) their personal preferences
(taste) through the acquisition of commodities. The narration of desire (for utility) became
the basis of the ‘biographical fiction of the self” (Ferguson, 1990), while the ‘reification of
exchange’ within the ‘mature money-economy’ (Simmel, 1990) re-presented volition as
causality. The inherent exchangeability (Mead, 1901) of the contents of the sphere of
circulation and exchange underpinned the commodity-form’s function as a ‘technical
mediation’ or ‘translation’ (Latour, 1993; Verbeek, 2005) device, shifting goods from the

realm of production to that of ‘consumption.” However, it did not do so in a vacuum:

... the concept of mediation helps to show that technologies actively shape
the character of human-world relations. Human contact with reality is
always mediated, and technologies offer one possible form of mediation.
[However...] any particular mediation can arise only within specific
contexts of use and interpretation. Technologies do not control processes of



mediation all by themselves, for the forms of mediation are always context-
dependent [...].
- Verbeek, 2005: 11

Both Marx and Keynes insist upon a distinction between productive and final
‘consumption,” dependent upon the purpose of the purchase: as the commodity exits the
sphere of exchange the question of its use arises. Expenditure for productive
‘consumption’ must be considered as investment, while expenditure for final
‘consumption’ — consummation — exhausts or depletes the commodity-object. These two
approaches have the merit of not reducing the consumption-relation to ‘consumption’ — the
realm of individual desire — and of asserting the ‘totality’ of the capitalist mode of
production as a series of social relations (Marx, 1973). However, they do imply that future
production, either of other commodities or the psychological individual of bourgeois
philosophy, is the systemic raison d’etre of exchange relations. Later Marxist attempts at
revising political economy, as part of a ‘sociology of consumption’ or ‘consumer society’
(Clarke, 1982; Fine, 2002; Haug, 1986), or ‘system of provision’ approach (Fine, 1995;
2002; Fine & Leopold, 1993), have sought to unpick the commodification process and the
fetish it bestows by tracing the origins of goods in the social relations of production and
distribution. This allows the ‘consumer’ to act as a reflexive agent who constructs an
identity in the intersection of utilitarian, aesthetic and moral considerations expressed as
choice. It does not question the ‘evolution of the consumer into a master category of
collective and individual identity’ (Trentmann, 2006: 2) or the economic infrastructure or
discursive framework that maintains this category as the focal point of ‘consumption’

activity.

The manufacture of the ‘consumer’ and its role within the practice of ‘consumption’
emerges at the intersection of economic theory — the pursuit of utility in all its forms — and
bourgeois psychology — the construction of psychological individuality, or ego — as the
teleological project of identity through re-presentation, or ‘personnation’ (Seltzer, 1992).
However, such a conception of identity is outdated, belonging to the age of neo-classical
economics and grands magasins, and fails to acknowledge the contemporary relationship
between being and having and the phenomenal forms of subjective experience generated
by the interplay between ‘organism and environment’ as affordance (Costall, 2004). The
extension of the capitalist sphere of circulation and exchange to ever-more aspects of
contemporary existence highlights the role of the commodity-form in supplanting

traditional forms of the transmission of ‘experience.’ Crucially, in place of the precious
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metals discussed by pre-classical political economy, the rent theorised by its successor or
the utility calculated by neo-classical marginalists, contemporary theorists now discuss an
‘experience economy’ (Pine & Gilmore, 1999) or an economy based upon access to goods
and, in particular, services (Massumi, 1993; 2003; Ritkin, 2000). In doing so, they
highlight the increasing emphasis upon the immaterial and ‘experiential’ dimension of the
contemporary commodity-form facilitated by the sphere of circulation and exchange

within capitalist modernity.

The apparent permeation of contemporary existence by the relations of exchange, rather
than simply the money economy, prompts Vattimo (1988) to propose an ‘ontology of the
present’ devoid of any nostalgic attempt to recover some, presently absent, form of
authentic experience. Such ‘nihilism,” which ‘is the consumption of use-value in
exchange-value,” where ‘Being is completely dissolved in the discoursing of value, in the
indefinite transformation of universal experience’ (Vattimo, 1988: 22), signals the
dissolution of the humanist concept of being within contemporary technologies of
exchange and representation, epitomised by the money economy. Here the ‘formlessness’
identified by Simmel (1990: 272) as a fundamental attribute of the money-form finds its
correlate within the ‘informational” and ‘chronically mediatized’ (Dodd, 1994) exchange
technologies of contemporary capitalist society. The flows of information and value
around the ‘circuits’ of capitalist modernity tend to emphasise the economic premium
placed upon novelty and innovation, of the ‘new-ness’ of things, and the role of nouveauté
within the constitution of subjective experience. The accentuation of the temporal
dimension of the commodity-form, as either the anticipation of the future delivered into
the present (fashion) or a nostalgic evocation of an absent past (heritage), reveals the
present to be a ‘fictive’ construction born of a narrative of ‘exaggeration’ (Stewart, 1998)

and experienced as the representation of difference.

The commodity-form constitutes the ‘hinge’ (Massumi, 1993) which allows the
interpenetration of subjective and objective culture (Simmel), within it the experience of
space and time is re-presented as the experience of difference — the ‘elsewhere’ and
‘elsewhen’ discussed by Friedberg (1993). The subjective experience of the present, born
of the relationship of ‘coshaping’ between humanity and the world (Verbeek, 2005),
resembles ‘the garden of forking paths’ described by Borges, in that space and time
collapse into the subjective experience of the present as it is constituted by participation.

By the end of the nineteenth century, the utilitarian psychology of economic theory — the

11



hedonic impulse — harnessed by the rational faculties in the service of identity production

could no longer causally explain the subject’s actions:

The classical bourgeois world view can be understood as a process of

individuation, as the pursuit of pleasure. The pursuit of pleasure is the

pursuit of the self; and the self, like the cosmos, is a system of relations

tending towards a unique equilibrium. This has long since ceased to be

a plausible view of either psyche or cosmos.

— Ferguson, 1990: 199
As a result, homo eeconomicus, the homunculus of the ‘consumer,” was rendered redundant
just as the figure of the ‘consumer’ was adopted by discourses as varied as law, political
theory, marketing and sociology as the basis of an explanation of the particularly modern

incarnation of ‘consumption.

From ‘consumption’ to modern consumption

The marriage of economic theory and humanist psychology, of homo eeconomicus and
Cartesian subjectivity, filtered through bourgeois property relations ensured the centrality
of the ‘consumer’ and his or her ‘consumption’ to accounts of contemporary
‘consumerism’ and the ‘consumer society.” This intermingled terminology has reinforced
certain assumptions concerning the social, cultural and economic motivations of human
actors and their pursuit of status, meaning and pleasure through an engagement with the
object world. Equally, different academic disciplines have constructed their investigations
of ‘consumption’ and its affines in strikingly different ways: historical studies went in
search of origins; psychologists matched ‘rationality assumptions’ to personality traits;
anthropologists sought to uncover the meaning and significance of artefacts through use;
political economists traced ‘systems of provision’; geographers charted the spaces formed
around ‘consumer’ habits, such as shopping; sociologists sought to discern society; while
marketers just tried to sell people more things. Chapter Two provides an overview of these
disciplinary engagements within the broad context of western European and North
American culture, in particular the increasingly metropolitan culture of capitalist

modernity and the diffusion of market relations.

The critique of these disciplinary approaches reveals their reliance on an engagement with
a universal conception of ‘consumption’ seen through the lens of the contemporary
capitalist consumption-relation. For instance, despite Trentmann having asked ‘how and
why the consumer has developed as an identifiable subject and object in the modern

period’ and insisting that any account move beyond the purchase, symbolism or use of
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‘things to ask about the subjectivities of “the consumer”,” he still sees an essential cultural

activity:

Put simply, all human societies have been engaged in consumption and
have purchased, exchanged, gifted or used objects and services, but it has
only been in specific contexts in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that
some (not all) practices of consumption have been connected to a sense of
being a ‘consumer,’ as an identity, audience or category of analysis.

— 2006: 2

Only Campbell (1987) attempted to formulate a definition of ‘modern consumption,’
which will be considered to be analytically distinct from the modern consumption
discussed in this thesis. However, even Campbell’s attempt to describe the modernisation
of the consumption-relation falls far short of what is required because of its insistence

upon a ‘consumer ethic’ born of the ‘consumer revolution.’

Chapter Two documents a variety of disciplinary approaches to the study of
‘consumption,’ from historical accounts of origins and development to the contemporary
formulation offered by disciplines such as psychology, geography, marketing and
anthropology, before addressing the ‘sociology of consumption.” The historical accounts of
the genesis of ‘consumption’ offered by the discipline of consumer studies centres upon
uncovering an original moment, either as a ‘consumer revolution’ (Slater, 1997) or the
emergence of a ‘consumer society’ (Campbell, 1987; McKendrick, Brewer & Plumb,

1982; Shammas, 1990, 1993) and its modernisation (Trentmann, 2002). Even Fine’s
(2006) apparent opposition of ‘consumer’ and ‘consumer culture,” a veritable Ais and hers

of ‘consumption,’ fails to avoid an emphasis upon the psychological individual:

At one extreme stands the discipline of economics and its fabled ~omo
ceconomicus, rational economic man rarely acknowledged as female. He
sets about maximising utility subject to budget [...] A simple, single-
minded calculus of pleasure (spending money) and pain (earning it) is
presumed to suffice to explain consumption, essentially understood as
equivalent to market demand. [While] at the other extreme to economics
stands old-time consumer studies. It has been eclectic in method and wide
in scope, closely aligned to the study of marketing and advertising and
more concerned with the psyche of the consumer and with Aer spending
power. Given a radical twist, the sovereign consumer [of economic theory]
is deposed and becomes victim to the manipulative hidden persuaders in
pursuit of what are deemed to be artificially created, even false needs.

- Fine, 2006: 291-2

The expansion of exchange-relations saw the ‘consumer’ emerge as the discursive entity

mediating the relationship between the subject and the commodified products of the
13



capitalist division of labour. This ‘trickle-down effect’ (McCracken, 1990; Veblen, 1994;
orig. 1899) of ‘consumer goods’ or the ‘democratization of luxury’ (Williams, 1982) has
been questioned by those who highlight the seasonal expenditure of agricultural and
transient workers (Glennie, 1995), rather than the rational accumulation of the ‘middling
classes.” The spread of a retail network, detailed in Chapter Three, underpinned the
capacity of the commodity-form to assume the task of representing value and allowed
‘consumers’ to engage in emulative spending and express wealth, power, taste and

distinction through the display of commodities.

The desiring ‘consumer’ can be seen as the lodestone of a nascent ‘consumerism’ and
‘consumer society,” a harbinger of modernity and the ‘mass consumer society’
(Trentmann, 2002, 2006) of contemporary culture. In doing so, alternative forms of
exchange — non-modern, non-market forms, such as gift-giving — became the focus of a
nostalgic privileging of the archaic that functioned as a fantasy of the ‘real” and the
‘authentic.” Essential to historical accounts of the emergence of contemporary ‘consumer
society’ was the active involvement of the ‘consumer,’ the desiring subject, inherited from
economic theory, who sought both symbolic and material satisfaction in the commodity-
form. As a result, contemporary ‘consumption’ appears as the technical refinement of a
long-term historical process geared towards offering ‘consumers’ the necessary materials

for the construction of biographical narratives.

With its price tag the commodity enters the market. If its substantive
quality and individuality create the incentive to buy, for the social
evaluation of its worth this is totally unimportant. The commodity has
become an abstraction. Once it has escaped from the hands of its producers
and is freed from its real particularity, it has ceased to be a product
controlled by human beings. It has taken on a ‘phantom-like objectivity’
and leads its own life.

— Margx, cited in Otte Riihle (1928), Buck-Morss, 1993: 245

Unlike the historical accounts of the rise, emergence or evolution of ‘consumption’ the
social sciences have focused upon the use(s) of the commodity-form by ‘consumers’ after
it has entered the sphere of circulation and exchange. The utilisation of the commodity-
form within the identity projects of reflexive individuals allowed the attribution of a

psychological dimension to the utility-seeking monads of neo-classical economic theory.

This focus upon the meaningful dimension of the commodity-form, its capacity to signify
difference, has been pursued by psychology as an expression of selthood, by geographers

as a negotiation of social and temporal engagement, by marketing as a means of selling
14



people more stuff, and by anthropology as the basis of charting the cultural categories that
express social relationships in any culture. Social science approaches to ‘consumption’
have proven adept at documenting the relations of ‘co-presence’ between subjects and
objects and the possibilities that such relations render possible. For instance, socio-spatial
practices, such as shopping, reveal the means by which personal identity is performed and
provide an arena in which aesthetic, economic and moral decisions are made and
communicated to others (Jackson & Thrift, 1995: 213; Miller, 1999; 2002). Further, social
science has proven very effective in exploring the symbolic uses of commodities within the
life-projects of individuals, groups and social strata and, in doing so, has highlighted the
limitations of the concept of ‘final consumption’ inherited from political economy.
Specifically, disciplines such as anthropology and marketing distinguish between use and
utility in the negotiation of meaning, although they do not always avoid reducing sign-

value to old-fashioned marginal utility (Carrier, 2006).

However, the bulk of Chapter Two is concerned with a critique of contemporary
sociological approaches to the investigation of the capitalist consumption-relation and,
specifically, the seemingly uncritical acceptance of the centrality of the ‘consumer’ and its
associated identity project. While social science added psychological and socio-spatial
meat to the bones of homo economicus, the ‘consumer’ remained the product of the
intersection of bourgeois psychology and utilitarian thought. The subject was considered
an active agent who organised the world of inert matter, commodities pressed into use by a
desiring self. The Frankfurt School saw the realisation of an authentic selthood stymied by
the denigration of experience inherent in the ‘culture industry’ and an ‘ersatz individuality’
as the result of a ‘corrupted’ libidinal economy (Marcuse, 1964, 1973). The manipulation
of commodities to manufacture personal identity (Giddens, 1991; Warde, 1994) can
involve a degree of ‘risk’ (Beck, 1993) for the subject, as unstable identity formations,
contingent upon ‘consumption’ habits and practices, solidify into ‘lifestyles.” Such
frameworks for ensuring ‘ontological security’ (Giddens) echo the sub-cultural strategies
discussed by ‘cultural studies’ (Fiske, 1989; Hebdige, 1979; McGuigan, 1992) or attempts
at social ‘distinction’ (Bourdieu, 1984) through the manipulation of commodified ‘sign-

values’ (Baudrillard).

This thesis rejects the construction of the ‘consumer’ as an active user of the passive
commodity-form in the pursuit of identity, in favour of an anti-humanist position that
echoes Latour’s discussion of ‘hybrid” phenomena (1993), in which networks of human

and non-human actants constitute phenomena that are neither completely ‘natural’
15



(authentic) nor ‘cultural’ (inauthentic). This sidesteps the post-Hegelian lament concerning
the absence of ‘authentic’ being and the Debord-inspired complaints concerning the
ubiquity of ‘representations’ and the reduction of ‘life’ to /ooking. Instead, the commodity-
form is considered to possess both material and immaterial dimensions, both of which are
‘realised’ in the relation of affordance. The ‘mutual constitution’ of subject and object
born of the relation of ‘coshaping’ (Verbeek, 2005) sees the commodity-form ‘mediate’
(Dant, 1999) social interaction (between all actants). However, the lingering temptation to
privilege humans over their material culture, indulged in by Dant, must be resisted and
affordances viewed as relational phenomena that do not merely extend the ‘consuming’
subject but define and transform the individual through the (re-)structuring of the

phenomenal forms of subjective experience.

Latour’s (2001) re-discovery of Tarde and his subsequent rejection of a ‘primordial
identity’ in favour of a constant process of differentiation of being through ‘avidity,” or
having, implies that every actant is an ‘unstable aggregate’ defined by the qualities it

possesses.

Subjectivity, corporeality is no more a property of humans, of individuals,

of intentional subjects, than being an outside reality is a property of nature

[...]. Subjectivity seems also to be a circulating capacity, something that is

partially gained or lost by hooking up to certain bodies of practice.

— Latour, 1997: 5
Consequently, the continuous transformation of subjectivity through the experience of
difference is exacerbated by participation in the contemporary sphere of circulation and
exchange. Such a ‘topology’ or ferrain functions as a medium within which being is
articulated to having not through ‘final consumption,’ but as an affordance that re-defines
subjective experience. The relationship between people and things on the experiential
terrain formed by the relation between the subject and the medium of the commodity-form
is the basis of modern consumption: this transmission of experience allows the
differentiation of the monad, or actant, from itself, through the mediation of its
relationship to the world under the historical and material conditions of capitalist

modernity.

The discursive construction of the ‘consumer’ as subject-position by liberal theory denies
the equivalence between people and things, actants, in favour of the calculation of relative
advantage (cost/benefit analysis) by humanity. However, the adoption of a
‘postphenomenological vocabulary for analyzing the mediating role of artifacts’ in which
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‘technology codetermines both human subjectivity and the objectivity of the world’ and
describes the ‘transformations of the ways in which reality can be present for humans’
(Verbeek, 2005: 195, 196, 197) accords affordance a role within the constitution of
subjective experience. Specifically, this is the sensorial appreciation of aesthetic
experience, rather than the disinterested experience of beauty, since it involves the

transformation of the subject. Or, as Simmel puts it:

All sense interest connects with the perceptible.... Aesthetic judgement,

however, connects with the mere image of things, with their appearance

and form, regardless of whether they are supported by an apprehendable

reality. — Simmel, cited Frisby, 1992: 135
Only in the playful performance of identity, as lifestyle, does the ‘consumer’ experience a
temporary ‘escape’ (Rojek, 1993) from the utilitarian and teleological psychology upon
which identity relies. The ‘technical mediation’ (Latour) of the relation between people and
things, provided by the commodity-form, here resembles Simmel’s discussion of
sociability as the play-form of sociation (interaction) as an interruption of ‘reality.” The
transmission of aesthetic and sensory experience, as well as utility, through the relation of
affordance makes sociability into the modification of the subjective experience of
‘possession.” Here possession is not purchase, acquisition or ownership but the re-
formulation of the relationship between being and having and the dissolution of the realist
ontology of the ‘consumer.” Therefore, the ‘subject’ of modern consumption begins to
resemble the ‘dividual’ in whom ‘becoming-singular [...] exceeds specification’ at the

same time as ‘a becoming-generic [...] splinters the form of identity’ (Massumi, 1993: 35).

In the Playground

Chapter Three contributes to a ‘postphenomenological’ sociological approach by
addressing the spatial dimension of modern consumption, aesthetic experience and the
relationship between being and having. At the heart of this investigation lies the concept of
terrain, distinct from both ‘place’ and ‘space,” and inseparable from the sphere of
circulation and exchange of capitalist modernity. Consequently, the aims of the chapter are
threefold: firstly, to define the ‘terrain’ of modern consumption, by supplementing
Simmel’s (1997, [1903]) analysis of ‘space’ with Harvey’s (2001 [1975]) discussion of a
capitalist ‘logic of accumulation’; secondly, to trace the historical development of the
‘spaces of consumption’ from eighteenth century arcade, through the department store to
the shopping mall and themed environments of today; thirdly, to identify the role played by
the terrain of modern consumption in the constitution of the phenomenal forms of

subjective experience within capitalist modernity. The ‘terrain’ that emerges is a ‘de-
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formation’ of abstract space as imagined by Newtonian mechanics (Ferguson, 1990;
Massumi, 1993), a space ‘warped’ into a series space-time events. These ‘events’ are the
form that experience assumes upon the terrain of modern consumption, here the subject
experiences the world through the ‘technical mediation’ of the commodity-form as the
traversal of boundary or threshold ‘events’ (Benjamin, 1999; Cacciari, 1993, Massumi,

1993; 2003).

The relationship between contemporary space and ‘terrain’ is understood by
supplementing Simmel’s fivefold typology of social space (1997, [1903]) with Harvey’s
(2001 [1975]) discussion of a capitalist ‘logic of accumulation.” On this reading, space is
characterised by the forms of sociological interaction (sociation) it contains; it is the
‘spatial expression’ of ‘a sociological fact’ (Simmel) and born of the ‘dialectical
integration’ (Harvey, 2001) of the spheres of production and ‘consumption.” Therefore, the
sphere of circulation and exchange is fundamental to the spatial experience of the
inhabitants of capitalist modernity: the five ‘fundamental qualities’ of space (Simmel) are
de-formed into commodity-events through the ‘intensification’ and ‘expansion’ of the
social relations of the capitalist mode of production (Harvey). This results in an ‘expanded
plane’ of circulation and exchange sustained by the physical landscape of objectified social
wealth, public and private buildings, travel infrastructure, factories and retail outlets.
Reminiscent of the techniques and processes associated with post-Fordist ‘flexible
accumulation,” which emphasise cheap labour, service and experience-based commodity
production, the (spatial) ‘physical conditions of exchange’ are ‘annihilated’ by time (Marx,
1973). The terrain of modern consumption emerges as a networked (Latour) infrastructure
increasingly devoid of spatial barriers to exchange or ‘consumption’; epitomised in the
‘digital convergence’ of 3G ‘phones, which provide calls, e-mails, web-browsing, data-
transfer, word-processing, music, computer games and photography among other

‘services.’

The history of the ‘spaces of consumption’ began with the retail network of the eighteenth
century and ran from ‘scotch drapers’ through the arcades and the grand magasin to the
shopping mall and beyond to the themed environments and Urban Entertainment
Destinations (UEDs) of today. These material instances of the capitalist sphere of
circulation and exchange represented a technical fine-tuning of the mechanism that brought
commodities to the attention of prospective ‘consumers.” These spaces pioneered and
disseminated a number of techniques and strategies aimed at increasing the aesthetic

impact of the commodity-form in an attempt to stimulate ‘consumer’ desire. The
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department store functioned as a laboratory for the manufacture of aesthetically affective
commodity-events geared towards circumventing the cost/benefit analysis of ‘consumers’
and the promotion of irrational pleasures. Immaterial and experiential aspects of the
commodity-form were highlighted, such as novelty value, and the ‘/egcons de choses’ were
learned by a ‘mass consumer society’ (Trentmann, 2002). The ‘commodity landscape’ and
the events of which it was composed revealed a ‘capitalist production of space’ (Lefebvre)
in which goods were no longer the passive recipients of the ‘consumer’ gaze and its

calculation of utility.

The history of ‘consumer’ interiors, from the arcades to the contemporary shopping mall
asserted the visual dimension of the commodity-form and its centrality to the ‘aesthetic
economy’ (Bohme, 2003; 2006). Within this economy the individual commodity-form as a
space-time event within which the subject participates is fashioned by the ‘aesthetic
productivity’ (Simmel) of artisans, designers, window-dressers and advertisers in addition
to its physical manufacture. However, with Haussmann’s modernisation of urban space
and the destruction of pre-modern ‘place’ the effects cultivated within ‘consumer’ interiors
were externalised and pressed into the service of the metropolitan municipality.
Haussmann’s Paris echoed the ‘space of consumption’ on a massive scale; here, too, the
spatial experience of totality was unavailable to the observer’s rational appreciation or
disinterested contemplation and, instead, appeared as a fragmentary phenomenon re-
presented through the techniques of distance, abstraction and sublimation. In this the
‘spaces of consumption’ and Haussmann’s Paris prefigured the shopping mall or themed
environment of today, in such ‘quintessential postmodern play-space[s]’ (Slater, 1997) the

distraction, even misdirection, of visitors is not unheard of.

Analyses of the ‘space(s) of consumption’ have tended to view it as a rationally structured
but aesthetically designed environment that has spawned ‘walking rhetorics’ or ‘spatial
narratives’ (De Certeau, 1984), or shopping as a form of updated flanerie (Falk &
Campbell, 1997) rooted in the idea of ‘consumer’ leisure and pleasure. Descriptions of the
‘co-presence’ and ‘intimate encounter’ of ‘consumers’ and commodities engaged in
shopping usually take as their unit of analysis the experiential space involved, such as the
café, department store or shopping mall. However, this approach extends beyond shops to
the themed environments of malls (Shields, 1992), NikeTown and Times Square
(Hannigan, 1998), airports (Augé, 1999) or Las Vegas (Gottdiener et al, 1999; Ritzer,
2001). Such spaces represent the ‘commodification of space’ through a carefully

engineered theming of ‘consumer’ experience structured as an ‘extension of advertising’
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and its representation of meaning ‘disconnected form use-value’ (Gottdiener). These ‘new
means of consumption’ (Ritzer) echo the ‘imagineering’ of Disney, the faux nostalgia
pedalled by Nike or ‘escape’ from the everyday offered by UEDs (Hannigan, 1998).
Accounts of such spaces tend to focus upon the metaphor of tourism and associated
experiences, such as heritage sites or events (Rojek, 1993), while tangible objects of

manufacture feature as souvenirs.

This implies that the discourses centred upon the ‘consumer’ and the ‘spaces of
consumption’ find it difficult to discuss either the experience of space or the spatiality of
experience other than in terms of what is purchased — travel, hotel rooms, meals,
admission and the postcards sent home. However, the specific nature of the experience
appears to escape either description or analysis, precisely because it is intangible despite
having been purchased as a commodity-event. When the spatial is experienced in
immaterial form — such as tourism — it seems to evade sociological re-presentation, even
when spatial metaphors, such as ‘landscape,’ ‘terrain’ and ‘environment’ are utilised. In
this, spatial experience resembles Lyotard’s (1992) description of the postmodern as the
‘experience of the unpresentable’ in an attempt to capture aesthetic experience. Rather than
reduce the experience of space to the ‘consumption’ of differential sign-values, such as
that offered by a loft apartment in a formerly industrial area (Zukin, 1982), and the pursuit
of ‘distinction’ or social status, it is advisable to consider it a (com)modification of the
relationship between being and having. Thus avoiding the reduction of the sites of human
history to a nostalgic evocation of lost authenticity and a prompt for the aspirations of

bourgeois ‘consumers.’

Finally, Chapter Three identifies the role of the terrain of modern consumption within the
relationship of affordance generated between people and things and its effect upon
‘possession’ as the relationship between being and having. In doing so, it exposes the myth
of an unmediated referentiality between the sign and its referent, and the distance between
the two upon which desire is predicated (as overcoming). ‘The spaces of consumption’
provided arenas for the ‘staging’” (Béhme, 2003) of the objects of ‘consumer’ desire as
examples of temporal (novelty) and spatial (exotica) difference, which ‘enable[d] spatial
differences to be overcome by time’ (Frisby, 1992: 107). In these spaces of the sphere of
circulation and exchange the components of the bourgeois identity project participation
were available for purchase as the appropriation of alienated objects, elements in a
teleological endeavour premised upon the