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  Thisarticleconsiderstheanxietiesandrisksthatattendthe
processofself-productioninthecontextofconsumption.Drawingfrom
interviewswithasmallsampleofBritishyoungadults–white,middle-
class,university-educated–thearticleexamineshowmaterialpractices

anddiscursivestrategiesresonatewiththeoreticalaccountsofthenexusof
consumption,identityandindividualization.Theanalysishighlightshow
respondentsdiscursivelycopewithanxietiesandrisksassociatedwiththe
questionofstyle,theproblemofconformity,thedesireforconfidenceand
thenegotiationofgender.Indoingso,thearticleindicateswaysinwhich
theprocessofself-productionincontemporaryconsumersocietiesmay
belessreflexive,andmoresociallyconservative,thansomeaccountsof

individualizationwouldsuggest.

  appearance,class,consumerculture,consumption,gender,
identity,individualization,self-production,youngadults

Introduction

Incontemporaryconsumersocieties,imagesofidealbodiesformtheback-
dropofeverydaylife,workisoftenamatterofmakinggoodimpressions,
andthemarketoverflowswithtoolsforreshapingappearances.Inshort,
‘lookinggood’matters.Attentiontoappearancesisinseparablefromthe
broaderemphasison identityproduction in thecontemporaryperiod,
variouslydescribedaslate,high,post-orsecondmodernity.Accountsof
individualizationdrawattentiontothewaysinwhichidentityhasshifted
overthecourseofmodernityfromafixedsetofcharacteristicsdeter-
minedbybirthandascription,toareflexive,ongoingprojectshapedby
appearanceandperformance(Bauman,2000;BeckandBeck-Gernsheim,
2002;Giddens,1991).Individuals,freetochoosetheirpathstowardsself-
realization,arethenfacedwitha lossof security;withoutfixedrules,
individualsareconstantlyatriskofgettingitwrong,andanxietyattends

                  

studies
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eachchoice.Theincreasingattentiontotheproblemofidentityhasbeen
attendedbytheascendancyofaconsumingwayoflife.Intheformof
countlessproducts, therapeuticexpertsandself-helpmedia,consumer
cultureoffersboththeproblemsandthesolutionstoself-production(e.g.
Ewen,1999;McGee,2005).
Identityformationisalifelongprocess(CherrierandMurray,2007),

andtheworkofself-productioniscommon(althoughnotuniform)across
socialgroupsincontemporaryconsumersocieties.Nevertheless,young
people’sperceivedaffinitywith,andstrategictargetingby,theindustries
ofconsumption(HoltandGriffin,2003;Kjeldgaard,2003;McRobbie,
1994;Miles,2000)makethemaparticularlyfruitfullensthroughwhich
toexaminethenexusofconsumption, identityand individualization.
Inworkingontheirappearances,youngadultsnegotiatethecompeting
demandsofforginganidentityinaconsumersociety–tofitinandbe
accepted,butat thesametimetostandoutasanindividual.It is this
dynamicthatdrivesself-innovationandself-production,asmuchas it
drivesthelogicoffashioninconsumerculture(Gronow,1997).
Inaddition,workontheselfandidentitymaybeemphasizedatpar-

ticular lifestagesandprecipitatedbyspecific lifeevents, suchasnew
parenthood,redundancy,orsuddenillness.Again,youngadultsconstitute
a significantgroup throughwhich toexamine thedynamicsof self-
production(O’Connor,2006)–theirliminalpositionbetweenadolescence
andfulladulthood,withnewexperiencesandcontactsuponleavingthe
familyforhighereducationoremployment,opensuppossibilitiesfora
renegotiationofself-identity(Karpetal.,1998).Thatfreedom,however,
ischargedwithrisk,anxietyandopportunitiesforfailure.
Thisarticledrawsfromasmallsampleofsemi-structuredinterviews

withBritishyoungadults thatexploredtheproblemof ‘lookinggood’
andfocusedonusesof,andattitudestowards,arangeofpractices,such
asclothingstyles,groomingandstylinghabits,andexerciseanddiet
regimes.Thespecificfocus,here,isonhowsuchmaterialpracticesare
intertwinedwitharangeofproblemsthatareemblematicofbothreflexive
identityprojectsandtheconsumercontextwithinwhichtheytakeplace.
Weconsiderhowrespondents’discursivestrategiesfordiscussingsuch
practices resonatewith theoreticalaccountsof individualizationand
identity.Thearticleproceedswithanoverviewoftheproblemofself-
productionanditslinktoconsumerculture,beforeturningtoadiscussion
oftheinterviews.

Theproblemofself-production

Writingatthestartofthe20thcentury,Simmeldeclaredthe‘struggle
betweenindividualityandgenerality’tobethesinequanonofhuman
existence([1908]1991:63).Thistensionbetweenaquestfordistinction
andaquestforbelonginghasbeenexploredbyanumberofcontemporary
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authorsconcernedwiththenatureofidentityandindividuality,oftencon-
nectedwiththeprocessofmodernization.Modernity’slegacyistoposeto
eachofustheneedto‘becomewhatoneis’(Bauman,2000:32):

Toput it inanutshell, ‘individualization’consistsoftransforminghuman
‘identity’froma‘given’intoa‘task’andchargingtheactorswiththerespon-
sibilityforperformingthattaskandfortheconsequences(alsotheside-effects)
oftheirperformance.(Bauman,2000:31–2)

Self-productionisthusrenderedasaprobleminadoublesense–itisa
technicalproblem,anditisproblematic.
First,identityisatechnicalproblem,withwhichparticulartools,solu-

tions,expertsandrulesareassociated.Thisisanacknowledgementofthe
historicalspecificityoftheindividual:itisonlywhenidentitybecomes
anopenquestionthatmustbeaddressed,ratherthanaclosedcategory
thatisassumedandascribed,thatwecanspeakofanindividualinthe
modernsense(Bauman,1996;BeckandBeck-Gernsheim,2002;Foucault,
1986;Giddens,1991).Thedevelopmentof‘theindividual’istherefore
inseparablefromthedevelopmentofthewaysinwhichanindividual
takesupandworksontheselfasaproject.Foucaultdefines theseas
‘technologiesoftheself’,themeans:

whichpermitindividualstoeffectbytheirownmeansorwiththehelpof
othersacertainnumberofoperationsontheirownbodiesandsouls,thoughts,
conduct,andwayofbeing,soastotransformthemselvesinordertoattain
a certain stateofhappiness,purity,wisdom,perfection,or immortality.
(Foucault,1988:18)

Theproblemofself-productioninvolvestheindividualrecognizingand
acknowledgingthebodyandselfas flawed, inadequateorat least in-
complete,andidentifyingareasfortransformationandtheappropriate
tools,practicesandexperts toperformthatwork.The self, inother
words,becomesado-it-yourselfproject(Hitzler,1988,inBeckandBeck-
Gernsheim,2002:3).
Ourrespondentsmadereferencetovariousmeansbywhichtheyjudged

ormeasuredthemselves,suggestingmultiplewaysinwhichindividuals
takethemselvesupasDIYprojects.Forexample:

I’mprettyhappywith[mybody]mostofthetime,butitdoesn’thelpthatI
livewithsevenboys.Whenwegoout,Iknowthatgirlsalwayslookatthem,
notme,andIthinkit’s’causeI’mshort…Mymatesaremoregoodlooking,
likegirlsalwayscomeuptothem,soIfeelabitshortandunattractivenext
tothem…Sowhenitcomestogirls,IdefinitelythinkI’mdisadvantaged
becauseI’mshortandabitbig.(Nick,22)1

WhenIlookinthemirror,Ifindmyselflookingatmyreflectionquitealot,
eventhoughIdon’tthinkI’mavainperson.AndwhenIgetupinthemorning
andgetoutofbed,especiallybecauseI’vegotabigmirrorrightthere,Ido
findmyselflookinginthemirroratmystomachandlookingathowflabby
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itis.ButIdocomparemyselftootherpeople.Idon’tdoitveryoftenbutI
guesssubconsciouslywedoitallthetime.(Katy,20)

AsBalsamo(1996)suggestswithregardtocosmetic surgery, thepro-
blematizationof thebody typically involvesmodesof surveillance,
confessionandinscription.Thetwoexamplesabovesuggesttheinterplay
between images, idealsandmodesofvisibility in theprocessof self-
surveillance;whileNickexamineshimselfcomparedtohishousemates,
throughtheeyesofprospectivemates,Katymeasuresherselfthroughthe
filterofgendernorms(includingthenormativesuspicionoffemalesas
vainorself-obsessed).Forboth,thissurveillancegivesrisetoaconfession
oracknowledgementthatthebodydoesnotmeasureup,andaninscription
onthebodyof thedominantcultural ideologyregardinggenderand
appearance,throughavarietyofappearanceandbodyworkpracticessuch
asworkingout,stylingone’shairandapplyingmake-up.
AsmuchasDIY identities are couched inhighly individualistic

terms–inadvertisingrhetoricaswellassometheoreticalaccounts–they
remainhistoricallyspecific,deeplysocialidentities(Alcoff,2003;Hall,
1994).Thenormsagainstwhichtheselfisassessed,andthemeansby
whichthegapbetweenselfandnormisaddressed,precedeandexist
independentlyofanygivenindividual(whichisnottoimplythatsuch
normsandtoolsarestaticandunchanging).Consumption,asaprimary
(butneverthesole)contextofself-production,makesavailablecertain
categoriesandtechnologiesoftheselfthatenabletheconstructionand
expressionofidentitywhilealsocircumscribinganindividual’sflexibility,
reflexivityandcreativity.
Second,theproblemofself-productionisproblematic.Thequestsfor

distinctionandbelongingareshapedbyassurances,opportunitiesand
rewards,aswellas risks, challengesandpenalties.Self-production is
fraughtwithanxiety–anditisthisissueonwhichthearticlefocuses.
Suchanxietystemsfromthehistoricalweakeningoftraditionalsources
ofauthorityandidentityascription(e.g. family,class,religion,work),
leavingtheindividualfacedwithanexpandingarrayofchoices.Yetevery
choiceisachoicethatmaygowrong;individualsareresponsiblenotonly
forchoosing,butalsofortheconsequencesoftheirchoices.
Inareflexivemodernity(Giddens,1991)inwhichidentityandself-

productionareindividualtasksandresponsibilities,itislittlewonderthat
consumptionhasacquiredsuchprominenceindailylife(andacademic
research).Multiplehistoricalfactorsandcontingenciesunderlietheper-
ceivedshiftfromacultureofproductiontooneofconsumption,including
themobilization(throughadvertising,marketing,andsoforth)ofmass
consumptionasaresponse toadvancesmade inmassproduction; the
flourishingofaparticularsubjectivitythatprizesnovelty,sensationsand
fantasy;andthegrowthofamiddleclassanditsneedfortoolstodefine
anddefendthisnewclassposition(Bourdieu,1984;Campbell,1987;Ewen,
1976;Martin,1999).Amongsuchfactorsistheresonancebetweenthe
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particularqualitiesofconsumptionandtheperceivedantinomybetween
distinctionandbelongingcharacteristicofmodernindividuality:

Modernmanacquirestherightandfreedomtobealone,buttheexistential
conditionofseparatenessissimultaneouslyalack,activatingtheindividualized
utopiasofperfection.Andtheremarkable thing is thatbothmomentsof
modernself-buildingaresuppliedbythesupplement-generatorofmodern
consumption.(Falk,1994:145)

ConsumptionprovidesthetoolsandopportunitiestonegotiateSimmel’s
tensionbetweenindividualityandgenerality:goodscanbeusedas‘both
fencesandbridges’(DouglasandIsherwood,1996:xv)todisplaydistinction
andmembership.
Earlyculturalstudiesresearchwas,inmanyways,aresponsetothe

FrankfurtSchool’spessimisticanalysisofconsumptionandmassculture
(e.g.AdornoandHorkheimer,1976;Marcuse,1964).Withattentiongiven
toarangeofactivitiesandpositionalities,fromspectacularsubcultures
tothemundanepracticesofeverydaylife,culturalstudiesscholarshave
exploredtheintersectionsofconsumptionandidentity,providingaccounts
ofhowindividualsmakeuseofthecommoditiesavailabletothem,actively
negotiating,reformulatingandrejectingprescribedmeaningsanduses
through,forexample,tactics,bricolageandsymboliccreativity(deCerteau,
1984;Fiske,1989;Hebdige,1979;Willis,1990).Thisconceptualization
ofconsumptionasacreative,productiveprocesshasbecomeanimport-
antpointofconsensusinsocio-culturalstudiesofconsumption,tempered
bothbywarningsagainstanoverly-romanticordangerouslyconservative
notionofthecreative,sovereignagent(e.g.Clarke,1991;McGuigan,1998),
andbyacknowledgementsofglobal/localdifferences(e.g.Howes,1996;
PilkingtonandJohnson,2003;SandikciandGüliz,2002).
Consumptionbothenablesandconstrains theconstructionof iden-

tities,andthenexusofconsumption,identityandindividualizationisnot
unproblematic.Threeproblemsareofparticularsaliencetoourdiscussionof
theinterviewtranscripts.First,thereisatensionbetweenthesingularand
themass.Commoditiessetuptheseemingparadoxoflocatinguniqueness
inandthroughobjectsthatareavailableonalargelyindiscriminatebasis,
enablingprocessesofemulationandbelongingwhilealsorestraining
self-expressionwiththethreatofconformity.Second,consumptionelides
andreproducesclass.Despitetheadvertisingrhetoricofequalityandfree
choice(fuelledbyconsumercredit),andtheheraldingoftheendofclass
asanexplanatorysocialvariableinsomeaccountsofindividualization(e.g.
Beck,1986),theobjects,spacesandtimesofconsumptionaremoreand
lessavailabletodifferentgroups,enablingprocessesofdistinctionwhile
alsorestrainingwhoisabletoparticipate,andhow,therebyreproducing
classpositions(Bourdieu,1984).Third, likeclass,gendermediatesthe
ways inwhichconsumptionisaccessedandpractised(Scanlon,2000).
Theconsumingvisionofidentityproductionisoneinwhichattentionto
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andinvestmentinbodilyappearancesisparamount(Baudrillard,1998;
Ewen,1999),enablingidentitywork(asthebody,unlikethepsyche,is
anaccessiblesiteofwork)whilealsorestrainingparticipants through
genderednormsregardingtheappropriatenessandexchangevalueof
self-attentionandself-presentation.

Lookinggood:thematicanalysisoftheinterviews

ThearticledrawsfrominterviewswithasmallsampleofBritishyoung
adults:3male,5female;aged19–24(averageage22);whiteandmiddle-
class.Alloftherespondentswereundergraduatestudentsorrecentgradu-
atesofauniversityintheMidlands.Recruitmentandinterviewingwere
carriedoutbythesecondauthor,usingpersonalcontactsandsnowball
samplinginordertoestablishanimmediateleveloftrustbetweeninter-
viewerandrespondent(AtkinsonandFlint,2001); thiswasfelt tobe
beneficialgiventhepersonalnatureof thequestions,which included
respondents’assessmentsofandanxietiesabouttheirappearance.Wetake
theinterviewstobebothareflectiononself-productionandanactive
momentinthenarrativizingoftheself(Giddens,1991).
Thediscussionofthethemesbelowisconcernedprimarilywithissues

ofclassandgender;thisshouldnotbetakenasanindicationthatethni-
citydoesnotmediatethelinkbetweenconsumptionandidentity(e.g.
Chin,2001;LamontandMolnar,2001;Zukin,2004).However,unlike
insomeworking-classwhitesubcultures,inwhichethnicityisexplicitly
deployedinordertosignaldifferencefromothersubcultures(Nayak,2003),
ethnicitywasunremarkableforourrespondents.Thatis,respondentswere
notself-consciousaboutethnicityanddidnotreflectuponitbecauseof
theirethnicmembership(Bottero,2004;Dyer,1996;cf.HoltandGriffin,
2003).Ifwhitenesswaslargelyinvisibletoourrespondents,itsuggests
thatindividualsmaybelessreflexive–andmoreconservative–about
someof theverycategories (suchasethnicity) that individualization
isassumedtoundermineandself-production isassumedtonegotiate
actively–apointtowhichwewillreturn.
Unlikemuchculturalstudiesresearchthatfocusesupon‘peripheral’

youth,oursample–white,middle-class,university-educated–istakenfrom
a‘core’ordominantgroup(PilkingtonandJohnson,2003).Membership
inadominantsocialgroup(inthiscase,byvirtueofclassandethnicity)
doesnotprecludefeelingsofdiscomfort,uneaseorexclusion(Bottero,
2004;cf.AriesandSeider,2005).While(economic)accesstoconsumption
islessofanissuethanforperipheralyouth,(Kjeldgaard,2003)human
relationsarehierarchical,andwhite,middle-classyouthhaveneither
standardizednoruncomplicatedexperiencesnegotiatingtheintersection
ofconsumptionand identity.Ourconcern iswithexploringthe links
betweenthediscursivestrategiesrespondentsusedwhentalkingabout
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identity,styleandappearance,andtheoreticalaccountsoftheconsumption,
identityandindividualizationnexus.
Interviewtranscriptswereanalysedusinga thematic textanalysis

method(King,2004;Titscheretal.,2000),combiningtheuseofdeductive
coding(basedongenerictopicscoveredintheinterviewsandourinterest
inmaterialpractices)andinductivecodingfollowingaGroundedTheory
approach(GlaserandStrauss,1967).Severalinterrelatedthemesemerged
fromthisanalysis,ofwhichfourareaddressedhere.Thefirstcentreson
thequestionofstyle,highlightingthedynamictensionbetweenstanding
outandfittingin,andsettingthestagefortheremainingthemes:the
problemofconforming;thedesireforconfidence;andthenegotiationof
gender.Pseudonymsareusedtorefertotheindividualparticipants.

Thequestionofstyle
Eachinterviewbeganwiththequestion:‘Howwouldyoudescribeyourper-
sonalstyle?’Twopatternsintheresponseswereofparticularinterest.The
firstconcernedtheuseofstyleasatouchstonethroughwhichrespondents
assessedtheirprogress.Referencewascommonlymadetothechangesin
personalstylebetweensecondaryschoolanduniversity(particularlywith
theendofschooluniformscreatingnewpossibilities–andresponsibilities–
toassembleoutfits),andover thecourseof theuniversityexperience
(particularlyregardingtheinfluenceofpeers,whowerecreditedwith
introducingrespondents–femaleandmale–tonewstylesandmodesof
appearancework).Suchremarksaresuggestiveoftherespondents’liminal
lifestageandtheongoingprocessofidentityformation,forwhichstyle
mayserveasadailypracticeandreflexivemodeofassessment.
Thesecondpatternintheresponsesaffirmedthecomplexityofthe

conceptofstyle.Ontheonehand,styleorstylizationisacreativeprocess
bywhichgoodsareassembled,appropriatedandgivennewmeanings,
potentiallyasanactofovertresistance(Hebdige,1979).Ontheother
hand,styleisarationalmeansofcopingwiththeproliferationofmaterial
culture(Simmel,[1908]1991);styleenablesindividualstooptintobroad
tastecategoriesratherthanhavingtomakeendlesstastechoices–aview
echoedinthepromotionofbrandedgoodsasameanstoreduceriskand
streamlinechoice.Forrespondents, themeaningofstyleoftenshifted
overthecourseoftheinterview,attimesconnotingindividuality,while
atothertimesblurringwithtrendinessandfashionableness,andconnot-
ationsofamassmentality.
Stylecanthusactasacruciblefortheindividual’sactivenegotiation

ofthetensionbetweenthequestsforindividualityandbelonging.For
example,Katyinsiststhatshedoesnotkeepupwiththelatestfashions,
butinsteadlooksatherfriendsandthegeneraltrends:

Ihatetobeasheep,butyoudoseepeoplewearsomethingthatayearago,
you’dgo,‘Ohmygod,that’shorrible’,thenayearlaterI’mlike,‘Yeah,get
meapair’.(Katy,20)
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Ryan,meanwhile,describeshisstyleas‘cool,bitodd,butstillcool’:

Mystyle’sbasedonindependence…Atthemoment,it’sverydifficultnotto
beinfluencedbysocietyandcommunity,andifyou’renot,thenyou’regoing
tobeexcludedfromit,whichIdon’twanttobe.Iwanttobeinvolved.Atthe
sametime,Idon’twanttofollow.Butit’sprettyhardnotto,soItryandcome
upwithmyownsortofstuff,soyoukindofbalanceitbybeingincludedbut
beingsomeonewhopeoplesay,‘Yeah,he’sdifferent,he’scool,he’snotyour
averageJoeBloggswalkingdownthestreet’.(Ryan,22)

KatyandRyanhighlighttherisksofcreatingandexpressinganidentity.
Thequestionofstyleraisestwoofthecentralstrugglesinself-production–
tofitinwithoutbeingoverlyconformist(‘asheep’;someonewhofollows)
andthusrenderingyourselfinvisible(‘youraverageJoeBloggs’),and,atthe
sametime,tostandoutwithoutbeingexcludedasmarginalordeviant.
Style isacombinatorialprocess involvingchoosing,assemblingand

using,whichprovidesopportunitiestocarvean‘individual’styleoutof
‘mass’objects.Stylerequiresassessmentsoftaste,whicharethenattributed
toobjectsand,inturn,theirpossessors(Bourdieu,1984).Suchjudgements
arenotfixed,butshiftwiththewindsoffashionandsocialconsensusso
thatstylesalwaysruntheriskofbeingoutofstyle–or,forthosewho
engageinstyleas‘refusal’(Hebdige,1979:3),theriskofbeinginfashion.
AsSimmelsuggests,styleallowstheindividualtocreateadistancebut,
atthesametime,whenitisdictatedfromtheoutside(throughfashion),
stylesimultaneously ‘showswherethe limitsof theoriginalityof the
individuallie’([1908]1991:65).Hence,thequestionofstyleposesthe
problemofconforming.

Theproblemofconforming
Youngadults(andconsumersmorebroadly)mustreconciletheinherent
contradictioninexpressingindividualitythroughmass-producedproducts,
negotiatingtheriskofconformitywhileseekingthesecurityofasocially-
approvedstyle.Often, thisresults in incongruitieswithinrespondents’
accounts,betweeninsistencesthattheirstyleisindependentoftheinfluences
ofmedia,peersorcelebrities,andworriesaboutlookinggoodenoughto
fitinandsucceedinsociallife.Rachel,forexample,demonstratesher
independencethroughherconsumerchoices:

Obviously,Iwanttobelongtoagroup,butIdon’tmindbeingabitdifferent
frompeople.IthinkasI’mgettingmoreconfidentandindependent,I’mliking
beingabitmoredifferentfromothers.Like,Irecentlyboughtmywinter
coat,andIboughtabrightorangeone’causeIdon’tknowanyonewho’sgot
abrightorangecoat…I’mnotreallyup-to-datewiththelatestcoloursand
stylesinfashion.Ijusttendtosticktomystyleandgooutandfindit,which
isprettyeasybecausecasualjeansandtopsandtrainersarealwaysaroundin
TopShopandH&Mandplaces.(Rachel,19)

ThechoiceofanorangecoatmaysignaltoRachelherindividuality,butit
isstillaprescribedchoice–theshopofferedalimitednumberofoptions



                               

71

forthecoat,allofwhichwereconsideredbytheretailertobethe‘latest
colours’fortheseason.Rachel’snarrativeofself-productionglossesover
thesuspiciousconvenienceofdiscoveringone’s sovereigntasterepre-
sentedinthehighstreetshops.Criticismsofthepseudo-individualityof
commoditiesandtheillusionofchoice(AdornoandHorkheimer,1976)
aredealtwiththroughadiscursivestrategyofindividualexceptionalism:
Rachel’sinsistenceonwhatsheisnot(up-to-date)allowshertoexperience
buyingthecoatasanexpressionofindividualpreference,ratherthanthe
outcomeofconformingtosocialforces.
ArelateddiscursivemoveoccursinNick’saccountofhisstyle,which

closelylinksclothingchoicestomusicpreferences(cf.Willis,1990).He
sayshewearsclothes‘thatmakemefeelgood,notwhatotherpeoplelike’,
describinghisstyleas‘casualandindividual’:

Mostofmyclothesarelikethekindofclothesthatindiebandswear,sothe
styleisfashionableandcasualbutnottootrendyandfashionable…I’vebeen
intomusicsinceIwaswellyoung,probablyabout10,soI’vegrownupwith
thisstyle.I’mnotoneofthesethathasjumpedintotheindiescenenowit’s
becometrendyandcool.(Nick,22)

Bothrespondentspositionfashioninrelationtoconformismanddistance
themselvesfromit,preferringtounderlinetheirindividualisticnotionof
style.Thelong-standingcommitmenttoamusicsceneismobilizedasan
inoculationagainstconformity;Nickframeshimselfasanexception,much
likeRachel.Inaddition,Nickemploysanexculpatorystrategy,shifting
theresponsibilityandblamefortheoverlapbetweenhispersonalstyle
andpopularfashionontomorerecent(conformist)converts,whohave
‘jumped’ontothepopularbandwagonoftheindiemusicscene.Thisis
suggestiveofthetastedynamicoutlinedbyBourdieu(1984),inwhichthe
workingclassprefersthefamiliarandpopular,whilethemiddleclasses
preferthemoreesotericorunusual–allthebettertodemonstratetheir
superiorreservesofcultural(ifnoteconomic)capital.Bourdieu’sfindings
pointtohowchoicesaremade,notwhatischosen.Nickandotherindie
fansmaychoosethesamestyleofclothes,butNick’ssenseofauthenticity
andindividualismstemsfromhismodeofchoice,whichreliesonpersonal
knowledgeof,andlong-standinginvestmentin,theculturalfield.
As inKjeldgaard’s(2003)researchon ‘core’youthinDenmark,our

respondentsconstructpersonalnarrativesofauthenticity thatrevolve
aroundthereflexivechoiceandassemblageofcommodities.Consumer
goodssuchasclothesrequireanactivenegotiationof thesymbolic(if
notmaterial)usesoftheitem,offeringthesubjectiveexperience(ifnot
objectivereality)ofsovereignty(Willis,1990).Thisisnottosuggestthat
exceptionalistandexculpatorydiscursivestrategiesaresimplyillusory
matters.Onthecontrary,authenticityisanegotiated,notprimitive,concept
(Cohen,1988);theactive,reflexiveexpressionofstyleisessentialtothe
constructionofclaimstoauthenticityandindividuality,howeverriddled
withinconsistenciesthoseclaimsmayappearfromtheoutside.Theprocess
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ofself-productionrequiresareconciliationatthelevelofnarrative–not
materialreality–ofthecontradictionsbetweentheindividualandthe
social:we‘seekbiographicalsolutionstosystemiccontradictions’(Beck
andBeck-Gernsheim,2002:xxii).
Thissuggeststhatself-productionisinherentlyaconservativesocial

process,reproducingthestatusquobecauseitpreservesthe(illusory)ideal
ofacoherent,sovereignself(cf.McGuigan,1998).Moreover,thereflex-
ivityregardingfashionthatgivesrisetofeelingsofauthenticitydoesnot
extendtoreflexivityabouttheclass-basednatureofstylisticpreferences,
reproducingmiddleclasstastesasthetaken-for-grantednorm–anissue
thatalsoariseswithregardtothedesireforconfidence.

Thedesireforconfidence
Thethirdthemearisingfromtheinterviewsunderlinestheproblematic
natureofself-production:asaprocessframedbyriskandanxiety,oneofthe
keydesiredoutcomesisconfidence.Indiscussingtheproblemoflooking
good,respondentspredominantlyfocusedontheirbodyworkpractices
andanxieties–what they likedanddislikedabout theirappearance,
theirchoices inclothesandhairstyles, theirdailygroomingpractices
versuspreparingfora‘nightout’,andtheirhabitsandworriesregarding
exerciseanddiet.However,whenasked,‘Whatdoeslookinggoodmean
toyou?’,answersinvariablydepartedfromthefocusonappearanceand
insteadfocusedonattitude:

Ithinkthingshavealottodowithhowpeoplecarrythemselvesandactin
public…Ithinkit’simportanttowalktallandconfidently,’causeitsaysa
lotaboutaperson.PeoplehavesaidIseemabitintimidatingbefore,andI
canunderstandit’causeIamconfidentwithmyself…andIletpeopleknow
itthroughhowIactandbehave…Attractivenesscomesdowntopersonal
stylealot.Anygirlcanbeprettyifshehasstyle.(Jess,24)

Here,styleisinvokednotasanattributeofparticularobjectsbutrather
amodeofself-presentation.Whenaskedtodefinewhatitmeansto‘look
good’,themajorityofrespondentsreferredtonotionsof‘beingnatural’,‘just
beingyourself’or‘beingcomfortable’.Suchcommentssignalaspirationsto
amoreself-assured,sociallycompetent,adultmodeofembodiment.Itis
also,significantly,amiddle-classmodeofembodiment(Bourdieu,1984).
Therespondents’discussionsofconfidenceandattitude,however,were
class-neutral,suggestingthatmiddleclassdominance–atleastinthis
respect–issonormalizedastobeinvisible(Skeggs,1997).
Feelingsofconfidencecanoverridethematerialityof theobject to

produceitssymbolicmeaningandsocialcachet.Forexample:

Ithinkyoujusthavetobegenuinelyconfidenttolookgood.Itdoesn’tmatter
whatyouwear…Likethis‘applejacket’Ihave…Itwasn’tacooljacket,
butwhenIworeitout,alotofpeoplesaidIpulleditoffanditwascool.And
thethingis,thattherearenightswhenIgooutandI’minagoodmoodand
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I’vehadagoodday,andthingsaregoingright,andyou’lljustwalkintoa
roomandnotbeworriedaboutwhatpeoplearethinkingaboutwhatyou’re
wearing,’causeyou’rejustconfidentandthatfeedsintothemandsotherefore
whatyou’rewearingiscool.(Ryan,22)

Here,theperformativenatureofstyleisunderlined.ArnouldandPrice
(2000)outlinetwomodesofself-makinginthecontextoftheconsumption.
Thefirstconcerns‘authenticatingacts’:instancesofsymboliccreativity
andappropriationthatproducefeelingsofauthenticityandindividuation.
Goodsare tools inself-authentification: this isparticularlysalient for
Ryan,giventhejacket’suniqueness.Thejacketprovidesaconduitfora
heightenedexperienceofconfidence,asthereactiontothejacketthen
reinforcesthesenseofconfidencethathasanimatedtheobjectinthefirst
place,suggestinga‘flow’experience(Csikszentmihalyi,1990)inwhich
pleasureisderivedfromalossofself-consciousness.
Thesecondmodeof self-making is theauthoritativeperformance

(ArnouldandPrice,2000),inwhichfeelingsofcommunity,acceptanceand
belongingarisefromsharedparticipationorsharedrituals.Particularly
revealingaremomentswhenauthoritativeperformancesfail:participation
turnstoemptyroleplayingandconfidenceeludestheindividual.Katy,
forexample,highlightsamomentinwhichfeelingsofconfidenceand
connectednesswerelacking,irrespectiveofthesocially-esteemedobject–
abeautifuldress–mediatingthesocialinteraction:

Ihaverealupdays,attractivedays.Likelastnightattheball,IknewIhada
beautifuldresson,butIdidn’tfeelthatattractive…SomedaysIgooutand
IwalkpastmenandIgo,‘Yeah,Ilookgood’andIknowthey’relookingat
me,andit’sareallybigheadedthingtosay.Butlastnightpeoplekeptcoming
uptomeandsayingIlookedlovely,butIdidn’tfeelitatall.Notonce…It
justseemedlikewords,likearole-plaything.(Katy,20)

Likethedangerofslippingfrombelongingtoconformity,thequestfor
authenticitymayslide towardsartificiality.WhileArnouldandPrice
regardauthenticatingactsandauthoritativeperformancesasnecessarily
separatemoments(2000:159),Katy’saccounthighlightsthepossibility
(albeitthroughfailure)oftheconvergenceofsuchmodesofself-making,
particularlyinthecontextofsharedconsumptionritualssuchasuniver-
sityballs.Thedressesandsuits–carefullychosentoreflectanidealself
thatismoreattractive,confidentandmature–mediatebothasenseof
individualityandanexperienceofcommunity.
Theinterviewsraisedthecomplicatedrelationshipbetweenconsumption

andself-production.Theconsumermarketisthewellspringofresources
forconstructingappearancesandexpressingidentities.Atthesametime,
theconsumermarketalsoposesobstaclesandconstraints;authenticityis
alwaysafleeting,tacticalvictory(deCerteau,1984),asmarketingand
fashionco-opt theunusualandsell itas ready-to-wear ‘cool’ (Frank,
1997;Miles,2000).Consumptionalsohasitslimits,especiallyasoneof



                                1 1 ( 1 )

74

thedesiredoutcomesofself-workisdefined,atleastbyourrespondents,
asresidingoutsidetherealmofcommodities:asenseofconfidenceand
easewithoneself.Moreover,thisdesiredmiddle-classhabitussuggeststhe
resilienceofclassinanageofindividualization,evenif(andmorepro-
perly,because)itisinvisible:‘Peopledonothavetoexplicitlyrecognize
classissues,oridentifywithdiscreteclassgroupings,forclassprocesses
tooperate’(Bottero,2004:989).Aswithethnicity,ifmembershipinthe
dominantgroupdisguisesclassandshieldsitfromreflexivenegotiation,
thentheprocessofindividualizationmayhelptoperpetuatetradi-tional
categorieswhile individualizing them.Individuals, chargedwith the
responsibilityofself-production,areexpectedtoachievethehallmarksof
thedominantgroup;failuretodosoistakenasevidencenotofsystemic
inequalitybutofinsufficientorinappropriateworkontheself.

Thenegotiationofgender
Thefinalthemeemergingfromtheinterviewsconcernsgendernorms.
Unlikeethnicityandclass,genderwasaconspicuouselementinrespondents’
discussionsofappearances.Unsurprisingly,femalerespondents’comments
indicatedtheconservativenatureoftheconsumerbodydiscourse:

Iusedtobereallyunhappywithmybreasts,’causethey’retitchytiny.Girls
aresupposedtohavebigboobs!SoitusedtobethateverytimeIwenttothe
beachandstuffI’dbeembarrassed.(Claire,24)

IthinkI’djustlikeaflatterstomach’causethat’swhatI’vealwaysbeentold
andshowntobebeautiful.Womenarejustexpectedtobeslimandtoned.
(Lisa,21)

I’vebeentoldI’vegotquitebigboobsformybodysize,soI’mproudofthat!
Andthat’swhatmenalwaysjudge,isn’tit?!(Rachel,19)

However,suchremarksalsobearevidenceofreflexivity:anawarenessthat
feelingstowardsthebody–thepartstovalue,orfeelashamedof–are
shapedbysociallyconstructedgendernorms.Iftherespondents’material
practicesarerelativelyhegemonic,atleasttheirdiscursivestrategiessuggest
aspectsofanegotiated,ifnotoppositional,position(Hall,1980).
Alloftherespondentscommentedonhowattentiontogroomingand

appearancewasincreasinglycommonplace–indeed,sociallyexpected–
formenintheirgeneration.Hairstyling,inparticular,wasnotedbyallin
accountsofdailygroomingroutines,withmalesparticipatingasmuchor
morethantheirfemalecounterpartsinstyling,buyingstylingproducts,
andusingtheservicesofhairstylists.Similarly,thequestionofdefining
personalstyledrewmentionsofclothingandfashionfrombothmaleand
femalerespondents,confirmingO’Connor’s(2006)findingthatIrishyouth
madereferencetoclothesintheirself-narrativesirrespectiveofgender.
Ifbothyoungmenandwomenareself-consciousaboutappearance

management,however,itdoesnotfollowthatappearancemanagement
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isgenderneutral.Traditionalgendernormshaveassociatedattentionto
appearanceandconsumptionwithfemininity.Despiterecentworkthat
demonstratesincreasedemphasisonappearanceandconsumptionincon-
temporarypracticesofmasculinity(e.g.Edwards,1997;Luciano,2001;
Nixon,1996),mencontinuetooccupyaperipheralposition(relativeto
theirfemalecounterparts)inthefieldofconsumeridentitywork.This
isreflectedinboththemaleandfemalerespondents’accountsofyoung
men’sappearancework,inwhichsuchpracticesaredescribedasexpected
butalsoproblematic, requiringqualificationandrationalization.For
example,Mattdescribesafriendasa‘bigwoman’becauseofhisattention
toappearances:

I’vegotamatefromfootie[football]…andwealltakethepiss’causehe
bleacheshishairandgetsitcutallthetime.Andhe’sabigwomaninthe
factthathenevergoesoutunlesshelooksgood,andhewearsreallytrendy
clothesandalwayssmellsgoodandstuff.Andalthoughwealltakethepiss,
he’sareallygood-lookingguyandhegetsmoreattentionthanwealldo,
andhealwaysendsupwiththefitgirls,soitjustshowsthatitdoeswork.
So,althoughI’dneveradmitittohim,IthinkI’dliketospendmoretimeon
lookingaftermyselfandlookinggood.(Matt,22)

Similarly,Jessdescribeshergroupofmalefriendsasalllikingtolook
goodandgroomthemselves:‘They’relikeabunchofwomen!’Toomuch
attentiontohair,clothesandsoforth,andyoungmenareaccused(by
maleandfemalepeers)of‘behavinglikegirls’.
However,optingoutofthegroomingregimeisnotanoption.Youngmen

areexpectedtolookgood;failuretodosotranslatesintofailuretocompete
wellinthesocialand–especiallyinaserviceeconomy–occupational
market.Buttheyarealsoexpectedtobe‘men’.Commentsfromtwoof
thefemalerespondentshighlightthisconundrum:

Ithinkit’sgoodwhenboysspendalotoftimeontheirhair,that’sgood.Ithink
it’dbeweirdtohaveaboyfriendwhocleansedandmoisturized,butthenI’ve
givenmyboyfriendmoisturizerwhenhisskin’snotverygood.(Lisa,21)

Iwouldn’twanttogooutwithaboywhowasasconcernedabouthimselfas
me,orspentlongerinthebathroomthanIdid.Ithinkbeingmasculinemeans
you’renotsupposedtobeasconcernedaboutgrooming,butifyou’rereally
hairyand,like,don’tlikeitthenfairenough,butIthinkit’smoreattractive
whenboysmainlystaythewaytheyare.…AndI’mveryconcernedabout
hair!…Theyneedtohavegoodhair.Myfavouriteisabitscruffyandrock
boyish.(Claire,24)

LisaandClairebothexpressconcernsaboutthelimitsofacceptablemale
behaviour,highlightingthechallengesposedtothecategoryoffeminin-
itywhenaperceivedmonopolyonappearancemanagementiseroded.
Lisa’scommentbringstolighttheexceptionalismofidentitynarratives–
while shemayhavedoubtsaboutmales, ingeneral,worryingabout
cleansingandmoisturizing, shewantsherboyfriendtodoso.Claire’s
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comment,meanwhile,bringstolightthecontradictionsofgendernorms–
whilesheissuspiciousofmaleswhoareasconcernedwithappearancesas
females(and,again,thissaysmuchabouttheinterdependenceofgender
norms),shewantstodateboyswithappropriatelystyledhair:aclassic
genderdoublebind!
Self-productionismediatedbygendernorms.Inthecaseofyoungmen,

balancingdistinctionandbelongingintheconstructionofappearance
requiresattentiontothelinebetweenacceptableandunacceptablegender
behaviour.Assuch,youngmenmustfindwaysofnegotiatingtraditional
expectationswhile takingupnewconsuminghabits.Twodiscursive
strategiesaresuggestedintheinterviews.Thefirst isaninsistenceon
theinstrumentalityofattentiontoappearance.Thatis,workingonone’s
appearanceisnotaboutnarcissismorpleasure,butaboutimprovingone’s
oddsofsuccessinthesocialmarket.AsBaudrillard(1998:132)suggests,
‘beautyissuchanabsoluteimperativeonlybecauseitisaformofcapital’.
Thesecondisaflexibledefinitionoflimitsthatreinscribesthetraditional
viewofgenderasamutuallyexclusivedichotomy.Thatis,youngmen’s
appearancemanagementroutinesareacceptableinsofarastheydonot
includecertainunacceptablefemalepractices.Forexample,Ryandraws
thelineatpluckinghiseyebrowsorgettingafaketan.Similarly,Matt
admitstomoisturizingandtrimminghisnails,butsays,‘Girlsarestill
definitelyworse.LikeI say,Idon’tknowanyblokethat faketansor
anything.’Genderremainsacollectivelydefinedcategory,evenifitis
treatedincreasinglyasavectorforindividualnegotiation,performance
anddifference.

Conclusion

Self-productionisthemundaneworkofeverydaylife–nottherarefied
stuffofcontemplativeself-reflectionsomuchas theordinaryworkof
tryingtolookgood,fitin,standout.Itisitsverymundanenessthatgives
self-productionitstaken-for-grantedqualityandhelpstoreconcilethe
internalcontradictionsofthedynamicofidentityatthelevelofeveryday
practicesandnarratives.Intheirdescriptionsoftheirclothingchoices
andgroominghabits, respondentsspoketotheongoingnegotiationof
thetensionbetweenindividualityandbelonging,andthedifficultyof
pursuingthegoalsofauthenticityandacceptancewhilecontendingwith
therisksofconformityandexclusion.Atthesametime,theordinariness
ofself-productionobscuressomeelementsofidentity–suchasethnicity
andclass–whichmight,inothercontexts,bevisibleandexplicit;this
lackofreflexiveawarenesspotentiallyreproducessomeoftheverynorms
andcategoriesthatareassumedtobeweakenedandnegotiableinanage
ofindividualization.
Consumer culturemakesavailablea rangeof techniquesof self-

productionbut alsoposes obstacles and challenges tonarratives of
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authenticityandindividuality.Dealingwithsuchrisksinvolvestheuse
ofparticulardiscursivestrategies–toolsforaccomplishingthetechnical
problemof self-productionwhileaddressing itsproblematic features.
Severalexamplescameto light in thecourseof the interviews, from
meansofreducingrisk(bystrivingtomeetsocial ideals) tomeansof
transferringriskontoothers.Exculpatorydiscursivestrategiesshiftthe
responsibility(andblame)fortherisksofself-productionontoothers–
anunderstandablecopingstrategyinaneraofindividualizationinwhich
peoplemayincreasinglybeartheburdenofresponsibilityfortheirchoices,
buthavediminishingcontrolover thematerial factors shaping their
chancesofsuccess(Bauman,2000).
Exculpatorynarrativesoftenoverlap–particularlyaroundtheissue

ofconsumption–withnarrativesof individualexceptionalism,which
acknowledgethepoweroffashionwhileclaimingpersonaltasteasan
expressionofsovereignpreference.The‘proof’thatoneisanexception
tocrowdruleoftenliesinthecombinatoriallogicofstyle–evenifallof
theconstitutiveelementsaremassproduced,oneregardstheoverallout-
comeasanindividualaccomplishment,therebysidesteppingthedeeply
socialnatureoftasteandstyle(Bourdieu,1984).Furthermore,‘proof’of
individualexceptionalismresides inone’sattitude,becauseconfidence
isseentotrumpconsumergoodsindisplayingidentity(somuchsothat
aconfidentattitudecanoverwritethesocialconsensusonwhetheran
itemis‘cool’ornot).Here,weseeanaturalizationofthedesirabilityof
thebodyhabitusofthedominantclass(Bourdieu,1984)–manifesting
asconfidence,easewithone’sselfandlessanxietyaboutone’sbody-for-
others.Contrarytothedominantadvertisingrhetoricoffreedomofchoice,
thissuggeststhatclassnormsremainapowerfulforceconstrainingthe
rangeofavailable,acceptablechoices.
Narrativecopingstrategiesrelyheavilyon–andreproduce–normative

socialvalues,includingtraditionalgendernorms(despitetheseemingly
newmaleinvestmentinappearance).Atthecentreofsuchnarrativesis
thenormativemythoftheauthentic,sovereignindividual.Acommit-
menttosuchanideal–onewhoisuncorruptedbysocialpressuresand
thusfreetobewhoonereallyis–providesaflexibledefencemechanism
againstchargesofconformityandartificiality.Whilesocial scientists
maydebunksuchanidealas illusory, it remainsadeeply-entrenched
aspectofpeople’sself-conception.Furthermore,theidealofsovereignty
isperpetuatedbythesocial systemmorebroadly,as itundergirdsthe
neo-liberalrelianceonindividualchoiceandresponsibility;ratherthan
takingthesystemtotask, individualsareencouragedto locatesuccess
andblamewithinthemselves.
Inthecurrenteraofindividualization,thereisnomorecentralprob-

lemthanthatofself-production.Style,aprocessofnegotiatingdouble
binds,paradoxesandtensions,isaconstituentpracticeofself-production.
Ifwetakeconsumptionasthestylisticfieldparexcellence,thenwesee
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thatconsumptionandself-productionsharethesameinternallogic:to
negotiate,ifnotreconcile,the‘strugglebetweenindividualityandgen-
erality’(Simmel,[1908]1991:63).
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