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NEEDS, EXCHANGES ANDTHE FETI SHI SM

OF OBJECTS*

Wi l l i am Lei ss

I : I nt r oduct i on

The ant hr opol ogi st Raymond Fi r t h has wr i t t en : " I was once asked by t he

l at e Rober t Redf i el d t o addr ess hi s semi nar wi t h r ef er ence t o t he quest i on,

` What can one say of a man - any man?' My t heme i n r epl y was t hat at some

poi nt s of hi s soci al exi st ence ever y man wi l l engage i n act s of exchange . " ' I n

t hi s r emar k t her e seems t o echo t he openi ng passages of AdamSmi t h' s Weal t h

of Nat i ons, wher e i t i s sai d t hat t he " pr opensi t y t o t r uck, bar t er and exchange

one t hi ng f or anot her . . . i s common t o al l men . " Those who ar e l ooki ng f or an

account of t he human essence, and who have consi der ed t he opt i ons r angi ng

f r om homo f aber t o homo l udens, may have over l ooked an obvi ous

candi dat e : homo mer cat or , man t he t r ader .

I n f act Fi r t h' s poi nt i s not t he same as Smi t h' s . Fr omt he l at t er st emmed a

t r adi t i on i n moder n pol i t i cal economy whi ch j udged t he mat er i al out put of

" savage" soci et i es accor di ng t o an i nvi di ous cr i t er i on of economi c r at i onal i t y

and f ound t hemwant i ng . Fi r t h' s wor k, on t he ot her hand, i s one of t he most

i mpor t ant cont r i but i ons t o t he t went i et h- cent ur y economi c ant hr opol ogy

whi ch has al t er ed f undament al l y our under st andi ng of ear l i er human cul t ur es .

Thi s r esear ch exposed t he f al l acy of at t empt i ng t o f i t al l human hi st or y i nt o

t he concept ual mol d of a mar ket soci et y . ( Of cour se Mar xi smt r i ed t o do t hi s

as wel l , but l ess successf ul l y, f or i t shar ed wi t h i t s bour geoi s opponent s t he

need t o f i nd a l i near l ogi c i n hi st or y . )

The r est r i ct ed scope of mar ket exchanges i n many pr i mi t i ve soci et i es caused

many ear l i er obser ver s t o mi sr epr esent t hei r soci o- economi c ar r angement s .

* f or Her ber t Mar cuse, on t he occasi on of hi s ei ght i et h bi r t hday .
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The most not or i ous exampl e i s per haps t he t heor y of pr i mi t i ve communi sm.

Pr i vat e pr oper t y, di vi si on of l abour , t he st r i vi ng f or i ndi vi dual r ewar d,

mar gi nal ut i l i t y cal cul at i ons, and ext ensi ve exchanges bot h wi t hi n and among

t r i bal uni t s f l our i shed, but t hey wer e conceal ed t o some ext ent by t he

cust omar y pr i nci pl es of r eci pr oci t y and r edi st r i but i on whi ch cont r ol l ed t hei r

nat ur e and scope . The f act t hat t hey occur r ed l ar gel y ( but not ent i r el y) i n non-

mar ket cont ext s di sgui sed how much t hey shar ed - i n t er ms of t hei r soci al

f unct i ons - wi t h si mi l ar act i vi t i es i n mar ket cont ext s . For i n many pr i mi t i ve

soci et i es, " t he channel s of soci al obl i gat i ons f unct i on as a subst i t ut e f or a

mar ket . " z

I n t hi s paper I have f ol l owed t he i nt er pr et at i on t hat l ooks at bot h t he

" mat er i al exchange of man and nat ur e" ( Mar x) and t he net wor k of exchanges

among per sons as f unct i ons of mor e gener al cul t ur al det er mi nant s . 3 As

Mar shal l Sahl i ns put s i t , i n pr i mi t i ve exchange " t he mat er i al f l owunder wr i t es

or i ni t i at es soci al r el at i ons . " 4 Thi s per spect i ve suggest s t her e ar e cer t ai n
under l yi ng cont i nui t i es spanni ng what seems t o be t he unbr i dgeabl e gul f

bet ween pr i mi t i ve and i ndust r i al mar ket soci et i es ; not t hat t he di scont i nui t i es

ar e l ess r eal or uni mpor t ant . Si mpl i st i cal l y, exchange r el at i onshi ps const i t ut e

t he chi ef el ement of cont i nui t y, and t he mar ket ver sus non- mar ket cont ext of

exchanges mar ks t he chi ef el ement of di scont i nui t y .

Thi s paper ' s pur pose i s t o expl or e new r out es t owar d a cr i t i cal t heor y of

needs f or cont empor ar y soci et y . s I t was pr ompt ed pr i mar i l y by my convi ct i on

t hat nei t her of t he t wo mai n appr oaches i n t he r ecei ved r adi cal cr i t i que of

capi t al i sm - t he t heor y of r ei f i cat i on and commodi t y f et i shi sm and t he

di st i nct i on bet ween t r ue and f al se needs - pr ovi des an adequat e basi s f or a

cr i t i cal eval uat i on of soci al change possi bi l i t i es i n t oday' s soci et y . A

pr evi ous paper ar gued t hat an exami nat i on of t he symbol i c pr oper t i es of

goods i s a key el ement i n a t heor y of commodi t y f et i shi sm, and i t under t ook a

t r i al exami nat i on of t hem by anal yzi ng adver t i sement s wi t h t he ai d of

concept s used i n communi cat i ons t heor y . Thi s paper t r i es t o st r engt hen t hat

case . I t s basi c pr esupposi t i on i s t hat some l i ght can be shed on pr obl ems i n t he

t heor y of needs by seeki ng t o uncover st r uct ur ed f eat ur es i n t he " syst emof

obj ect s" ( Baudr i l l ar d' s phr ase) whi ch i s t he pr i nci pal sour ce of t he sat i sf act i on

of needs i n a mar ket soci et y .

The paper t akes a r oundabout pat h . I t s st ar t i ng- poi nt i s t he per spect i ve on

cont empor ar y soci et y devel oped by Ti bor Sci t ovsky ( The Joyl ess Economy)

and Fr ed Hi r sch ( Soci al Li mi t s t o Gr owt h) , whi ch was di scussed br i ef l y i n t he

pr evi ous paper . These st udi es f ocus on t hr ee si gni f i cant f eat ur es i n t he

consumpt i on or consumer behavi our si de of our pr esent - day economy : ( 1) t he

i mpor t ance of i nt er per sonal compar i sons or soci al r anki ng ; ( 2) t he

r el at i onshi p bet ween t hi s emul at i ve behavi our and goods consumpt i on ; ( 3)

t he symbol i c det er mi nat i ons of r ank and pr est i ge i n economi c act i vi t y .
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Al l t hr ee f eat ur es wer e al so pr omi nent i n many ( but not al l ) pr i mi t i ve

soci et i es . The mor e l i mi t ed physi cal di mensi ons of t hose soci et i es, and t he

mor e l i mi t ed r ange of goods wi t h whi ch t hey oper at ed cast s t hose f eat ur es i nt o

shar p r el i ef . I suggest t hat expl or i ng t he expr essi on of t hose " pr i mi t i ve"

behavi our pat t er ns can ai d our under st andi ng of how t he di al ect i c of needs

and obj ect s i s expr essed i n our i ndust r i al mar ket soci et y .

The gener al i zed mar ket exchanges i nt r oduced by capi t al i st soci et y br eak

down t he bar r i er s t o exchange and by means of a uni ver sal cur r ency gi ve a

common denomi nat or t o al l obj ect s . Thus i t woul d seem at f i r st gl ance t hat

t her e i s l i t t l e poi nt i n r evi ewi ng t he ver y di f f er ent st r uct ur ed exchanges of

pr i mi t i ve soci et i es, i f one' s obj ect i ve i s t o bet t er under st and t he i nt er pl ay of

needs and obj ect s i n our own i ndust r i al mar ket soci et y . Some r easons f or

under t aki ng t hi s ki nd of compar at i ve exer ci se ar e of f er ed i n Mar shal l Sahl i ns'

Cul t ur e and Pr act i cal Reason . Sahl i ns' pr i mar y obj ect i ve i s t o ar gue t hat t her e

i s a common t hr ead uni t i ng al l t ypes of human soci et i es, f r omt he pr i mi t i ve t o

t he moder n - t he act i on of cul t ur e i n shapi ng t he mat er i al exchanges bet ween

humans and t he nat ur al envi r onment . I n di f f er ent ways t he symbol i c

st r uct ur es expr essed i n cul t ur al f or ms def i ne t he soci et y' s concept i on of

mat er i al ut i l i t y, t he sel ect i on and t r ansf or mat i on of nat ur al mat er i al s i nt o

desi r ed obj ect s . Thi s i s t he common t hr ead or cont i nuumi n human cul t ur e,

" . . . i n West er n cul t ur e t he economy i s t he mai n si t e of symbol i c pr oduct i on .

For us t he pr oduct i on of goods i s at t he same t i me t he pr i vi l eged mode of

symbol i c pr oduct i on and t r ansmi ssi on, . . . by compar i son wi t h a' pr i mi t i ve'

wor l d wher e t he l ocus of symbol i c di f f er ent i at i on r emai ns soci al r el at i ons,

pr i nci pal l y ki nshi p r el at i ons, and ot her spher es of act i vi t y ar e or der ed by t he

oper at i ve di st i nct i ons of ki nshi p . " 6

The key poi nt i n t hi s appr oach i s t he not i on t hat behi nd t he abst r act

equi val ence of obj ect s ( exchange- val ue) expr essed by t he uni ver sal medi umof

exchange ( money) i n moder n soci et y, needs and t he obj ect s of needs ar e

st r uct ur ed by symbol i c or cul t ur al det er mi nat i ons . Sahl i ns br i ef l y di scusses

f ood and cl ot hi ng t o i l l ust r at e t he appl i cat i on of hi s appr oach t o

cont empor ar y consumpt i on pat t er ns ; I wi l l r et ur n t o t hi s i n Sect i on I V. The

pr esupposi t i on of my own adapt at i on of i t i s t hat i nvest i gat i ng t hese

st r uct ur ed det er mi nat i ons of t he obj ect s of needs - i . e . , commodi t i es - i s a

pot ent i al l y f r ui t f ul met hod f or a cr i t i cal t heor y of needs .

One f i nds i n adver t i si ng t he most obvi ous exampl e of t he syst emat i c l i nki ng

of symbol s and obj ect s i n our soci et y . The st udy by Kl i ne and Lei ss of f er s

some evi dence f or t he vi ew t hat t her e ar e si gni f i cant pat t er ned or st r uct ur ed

el ement s i n adver t i si ng' s associ at i on bet ween goods and i mager y, r ei nf or ci ng

t he si mi l ar concl usi ons r eached by somewhat di f f er ent r out es i n t he r esear ches
of Leymor e and Wi l l i amson . 7 Al t hough adver t i sement s i n t hemsel ves cannot

be i nt er pr et ed as i ndi cat or s of t he st r uct ur e of needs, t hey may yi el d some
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cl ues t hat wi l l enabl e us t o f r ame mor e pr eci se quest i ons ( i ncl udi ng r esear ch

desi gns f or empi r i cal st udi es of at t i t udes and behavi our ) about how per sons

devel op t hei r under st andi ng of t hei r needs i n our hi gh- i nt ensi t y mar ket

set t i ng. These i nqui r i es i n t ur n mi ght enabl e us t o bet t er compr ehend t he l at ent

soci al change possi bi l i t i es i n capi t al i st soci et i es t oday .

The f ol l owi ng sect i ons t r ace out t hi s r oundabout appr oach t o a cr i t i cal

t heor y of needs . Sect i on I I i nvest i gat es t he geneal ogy of Sci t ovsky' s and

Hi r sch' s not i on of t he i mpor t ance of emul at i ve behavi our i n economi c act i vi t y

as a way of j ust i f yi ng anot her l ook at t he pr est i ge economy i n pr i mi t i ve

soci et i es . Sect i on I I I of f er s some i l l ust r at i ons of how t he pr est i ge economy

used goods or mat er i al obj ect s as symbol s of soci al di f f er ent i at i on and

i nt er per sonal compar i sons . Sect i on I V of f er s some suggest i ons f or appl yi ng

t he not i on of r anked cl asses of goods t o t he di al ect i c of needs and obj ect s i n

cont empor ar y soci et y .

I I : Emul at i on, Pecuni ar y and Ot her

I n The Theor y of t he Lei sur e Cl ass Vebl en wr ot e : " Wi t h t he except i on of t he

i nst i nct f or sel f - pr eser vat i on, t he pr opensi t y f or emul at i on i s pr obabl y t he

st r ongest and most al er t and per si st ent of t he economi c mot i ves pr oper
. " g

One

can say t hat Vebl en sought t o depi ct t he pr est i ge economy of a mar ket soci et y .

The chapt er ent i t l ed " Pecuni ar y Emul at i on" i s t he cent r epi ece of The

Theor y of t he Lei sur e Cl ass . For Vebl en al l t he mani f est occupat i ons of a

mar ket soci et y, not abl y t he accumul at i on of pr oper t y, wer e f ound upon

anal ysi s t o have a l ess t angi bl e, but mor e st r ongl y det er mi ni ng, sour ce : " The

mot i ve t hat l i es at t he r oot of owner shi p i s emul at i on ; . . . The possessi on of

weal t h conf er s honour ; i t i s an i nvi di ous di st i nct i on . " The f act t hat al l speci f i c

t ypes of weal t h can be r educed t o a si ngl e ( pecuni ar y) st andar d i n a

gener al i zed exchange economy i s t he deci si ve f act or i n t he way t hat t he

pr opensi t y f or emul at i on expr esses i t sel f i n a mar ket soci et y . For t hen al l

t angi bl e f or ms of weal t h ar e mer el y t he moment ar y si gns of r el at i ve success,

and do not have any l ast i ng si gni f i cance .

A pecuni ar y st andar d f or i nt er per sonal compar i sons i s an abst r act ,

i nf i ni t el y mal l eabl e st andar d . I ndi vi dual success i s a st r i vi ng f or a hor i zon of

soci al honour t hat r ecedes wi t h ever y appr oach :

But as f ast as a per son makes new acqui si t i ons, and

becomes accust omed t o t he r esul t i ng new st andar d of

weal t h, t he new st andar d f or t hwi t h ceases t o af f or d

appr eci abl y gr eat er sat i sf act i on t han t he ear l i er st andar d
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di d . . . So l ong as t he compar i son [ wi t h ot her s] i s

di st i nct l y unf avour abl e t o hi msel f t he nor mal , aver age
i ndi vi dual wi l l l i ve i n chr oni c di ssat i sf act i on wi t h hi s
pr esent l ot ; and when he has r eached what may be cal l ed
t he nor mal pecuni ar y st andar d of t he communi t y, or of

hi s cl ass i n t he communi t y, t hi s chr oni c di ssat i sf act i on

wi l l gi ve pl ace t o a r est l ess st r i vi ng t o pl ace a wi der and

ever - wi deni ng pecuni ar y i nt er val bet ween hi msel f and

t hi s aver age st andar d .

The economi c gr owt h br ought about by i ndust r i al capi t al i sm mul t i pl i es
oppor t uni t i es t o r eap mat er i al benef i t s f r om t hi s r est l ess st r i vi ng, but not
wi t hout par adoxi cal r esul t s, f or " no gener al i ncr ease of t he communi t y' s
weal t h can make any appr oach t o sat i at i ng t hi s need . " 9 Ever y at t ai ned l evel i s
mer el y t he j umpi ng- of f poi nt f or anot her r ound of compet i t i ve emul at i on
whi ch f eat ur es newl y- devi sed t okens of success i n t he consumer goods ar ena .

I n Vebl en' s vi ew conspi cuous consumpt i on i s not conf i ned t o per sons i n t he
hi gher i ncome l evel s ; i t i s si mpl y most conspi cuous t her e . As a f undament al
economi c mot i ve i t s t r aces ar e f ound uni ver sal l y i n t he or di nar y l i f e pat t er ns
of al most ever yone, excl udi ng onl y t he ver y poor est per sons ( who di spl ay i t as
soon as t hey cease t o be ver y poor ) . I t mani f est s i t sel f i n what he cal l s t he
el ement of " conspi cuous or honor i f i c wast e" - or t he " quasi - decor at i ve"
aspect - pr esent i n t he mundane sat i sf act i ons of l i f e' s necessi t i es . ( He seems
t o have i n mi nd ever yt hi ng t hat exceeds t he st r i ct l y f unct i onal mai nt enance of
bi ol ogi cal l i f e . ) Usi ng t he economi st s' t er m, he suggest s t hat " many of t he
ut i l i t i es r equi r ed f or a comf or t abl e exi st ence by ci vi l i sed men ar e of a
cer emoni al char act er . " 10 Usi ng Sahl i ns' t er mi nol ogy one woul d cal l t hi s t he
" symbol i c st r uct ur e i n mat er i al ut i l i t y . "

Vebl en' s book, l i ke i t s aut hor , occupi es a cur i ous pl ace i n i t s f i el d . I t s mai n
t hr ust was assumed t o be, by i t s admi r er s and det r act or s al i ke, consonant wi t h
t he gener al soci al i st cr i t i que of bour geoi s soci et y . ( A f ew r eader s sought cl ar i -
f i cat i on of i t s message, whi ch t hey f ound ambi guous, but Vebl en st eadf ast l y
r ef used - as was hi s wont - t o make i t mor e expl i ci t . ) Af t er i t s i ni t i al
publ i cat i on, t he book was r epubl i shed of t en by smal l l ef t - wi ng pr esses . Yet i t s
emphasi s on t he uni ver sal char act er of t he pr opensi t y f or emul at i on, r oot ed ( i t
i s i mpl i ed) ei t her i n human nat ur e or i n t he nat ur e of human soci et y as such,
j ar s wi t h t he st andar d soci al i st t heor y, whi ch at t r i but es such pr ocl i vi t i es t o t he
di st or t i ng ef f ect s of capi t al i st economi c r el at i ons .

Vebl en' s caut i on, conceal i ng hi s own posi t i on behi nd a smoke- scr een of
br i l l i ant l y i nvent i ve t er mi nol ogy, makes i t di f f i cul t , i f not i mpossi bl e, t o
di scer n hi s poi nt . Ther e i s l i t t l e uncer t ai nt y, however , about t he st r ong
t echnocr at i c bent i n hi s t hi nki ng . The anar chy of t he mar ket pl ace was t he
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chi ef evi l t o be over come, and i t woul d be over come by pl aci ng engi neer s i n

command of soci et y' s pr oduct i ve appar at us . ' I We can onl y sur mi se - si nce

Vebl en does not el abor at e - what i mpact such a t r ansf er woul d have on t he

cer emoni al char act er of ever yday consumpt i on pat t er ns . Woul d t he engi neer s

r esol ve t o ext i r pat e t he emul at i ve pr opensi t y r oot and br anch, f or exampl e, by

i ssui ng one and onl y one t ype i n each pr oduct cat egor y, such as shoes? Or

woul d t hey al l ow t hat a cer t ai n amount of var i at i on i n st yl e and mat er i al

composi t i on i s st i l l wi t hi n t he boundar i es of r at i onal desi r e ( a t r ue need) ,

al t hough what ever exceeded t he decr eed l i mi t s ( f al se needs) woul d have t o be

r epr essed?

For t he most par t Vebl en' s wor k was t aken ser i ousl y by t hose who i nt er -

pr et ed The Theor y of t he Lei sur e Cl ass as an et hi cal obj ect i on t o t he f r i vol ous

excesses of upper - cl ass wast r el s . Thi s i nt er pr et at i on obscur ed t he r eal

di f f i cul t y i n hi s out l ook, namel y hi s appar ent use of a bl eak f unct i onal i st

st andar d t o measur e t he degr ee of " honor i f i c wast e" i n ever yday l i f e . ( Hi s

per sonal househol d, wi t h i t s packi ng- cr at e f ur ni t ur e and coar se wool

cl ot hi ng, seems t o i ndi cat e t hat he di d i ndeed const r ue f unct i onal i sm

nar r owl y . ) Read as a gener al account of i ndi vi dual behavi our at al l l evel s

( above t hat of gr i ndi ng pover t y) i n a mar ket soci et y, t he pr esumed cr i t i cal

t hr ust i n Vebl en' s book l oses most ( i f not al l ) of i t s f or ce . One r eason i s t hat

emul at i on appear s r at her beni gn i n i t s consequences, when i t t akes t he f or mof

compet i t i on f or possessi ons . So f ar as I can t el l , Vebl en does not say t hat

wi despr ead di f f er ences i n weal t h among soci al cl asses ( or t he br ut al

expl oi t at i on of t he poor ' s l abour ) i nevi t abl y r esul t f r omi t . Thus i f t he pr open-

si t y i s so evenl y di st r i but ed among t he popul at i on, and i f i t s wor ki ngs ar e

r el at i vel y beni gn, i t woul d be sheer mi sant hr opy t o compl ai n of i t .

Ther e i s anot her cur i ous aspect . Vebl en chose as hi s key concept an i dea

t hat had been common i n moder n soci al t hought f or a l ong t i me . The di r ect

sour ce f or i t was hi s r eadi ng of t he pol i t i cal economy cur r ent i n hi s day . The

emul at i ve pr opensi t y was sai d t o be an i nsat i abl e want on t he i ndi vi dual l evel

and t he mot or of economi c pr ogr ess on t he soci al l evel . 12 Per haps Vebl en' s

or i gi nal obj ect i ve was si mpl y t o bal ance i t s ent husi ast i c endor sement i n t he

t ext s of pol i t i cal economy wi t h an account of what wer e f or hi m i t s l ess

savour y char act er i st i cs . I n any event t he ar gument of The Theor y of t he

Lei sur e Cl ass, l i ke t he r est of Vebl en' s t hought , r emai ns somet hi ng of a

bast ar d of f spr i ng i n t he househol d of t he soci al i st t heor y whi ch chose t o adopt

i t .

Despi t e i t s shor t comi ngs The Theor y of t he Lei sur e Cl ass cont i nues t o be an

i nt er est i ng and i mpor t ant book . The best evi dence of t hi s i s t he t hemat i c

cont i nui t y bet ween i t and t he r ecent st udi es by Sci t ovsky and Hi r sch . 13 Thr ee

of t he pr i nci pal t hemes i n t he l at t er , as wel l as numer ous subsi di ar y poi nt s,

have t hei r anal ogues i n Vebl en' s wor k ( t hey ar e not i dent i cal and i n any case
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ar e der i ved i ndependent l y) . Sci t ovsky' s " r ank- happi ness" and Hi r sch' s " posi -

t i onal compet i t i on" ar e mor e pr eci se f or mul at i ons, r el at ed t o empi r i cal

evi dence, of t he pr opensi t y f or emul at i on . The ef f or t t o er ect what Vebl en

cal l ed " i nvi di ous di st i nct i ons" t hr ough open- ended goods accumul at i on, wi t h

pot ent i al l y i nf i ni t e per mut at i ons, has become, t hr ough t he pr ol i f er at i on of

t ypes of goods, hi gher per sonal i ncomes i n t he popul at i on as a whol e, and t he

omni pr esent mass communi cat i ons medi a, a r egul ar f eat ur e of ever yday l i f e .

The per vasi ve symbol i c mani pul at i ons whi ch l i nk goods wi t h i mages of wel l -

bei ng al so t est i f y t o t he i mpor t ance of what Vebl en named, i n mor e el egant

l anguage, t he cer emoni al char act er of ut i l i t y .

I am per suaded by t he evi dence of f er ed by Sci t ovsky and Hi r sch t hat t he

i mpor t ance of t hi s vener abl e t heme i n soci al t hought cannot be

under est i mat ed . I bel i eve i t shoul d be r ecogni zed as a cent r al concept i n t he

t heor y of needs . I n t hat cont ext i t s i mmedi at e ef f ect i s t o under mi ne st at i c

cat egor i es and t o r equi r e mor e r el at i onal and cont ext ual ones . Fur t her mor e,

t he pr opensi t y f or emul at i on as a pr i nci pal dr i ve i n t he ar t i cul at i on of human

needs i s cl osel y r el at ed t o ( 1) soci al mechani sms of exchange i n bot h mar ket

and non- mar ket cont ext s and ( 2) t he symbol i c vei l cast over mat er i al obj ect s

i n cul t ur al t r adi t i ons .

My pr i mar y pur pose her e i s not t o suggest t hat i t i s ei t her possi bl e or

desi r abl e t o devi se a gener al t heor y of human needs wi t h t he not i ons of

emul at i on, exchange, and symbol i c det er mi nat i ons, but r at her t o ur ge t hat we

r econsi der t he concept s of r ei f i cat i on, commodi t y f et i shi sm, and f al se

consci ousness - as t he key concept s i n t he r adi cal cr i t i que of capi t al i st mar ket

r el at i ons - wi t h t he ai d of such not i ons . Despi t e t he f act t hat t hese concept s

have been empl oyed i n t he r adi cal cr i t i que f or over a cent ur y, t hey r emai n

undevel oped and pr obl emat i c . We must know mor e about t he r el at i onshi p

bet ween t he commodi t y f or m i n gener al , whi ch makes possi bl e an ext r emel y

f l ui d and ever - changi ng f i el d of obj ect s f or t he sat i sf act i on of needs, and t he

st r uct ur ed char act er of human needi ng i t sel f ( assumi ng t hat needs ar e

st r uct ur ed i n some way) . Mor eover , i f we mai nt ai n t hat t he commodi t y f or m

r epr esent s some ki nd of " l i mi t " t o t he ar t i cul at i on of needs, and f ur t her t hat i t

i s a l i mi t whi ch we shoul d st r i ve t o over come on account of i t s al l eged

del et er i ous ef f ect s, we must t r y t o say mor e cl ear l y what t he nat ur e of t hat

l i mi t i s, what al t er nat i ve ar r angement s ar e possi bl e, and why we shoul d expect

t he maj or i t y of ci t i zens i n i ndust r i al mar ket soci et i es t o opt f or an al t er nat i ve

way at some poi nt .

I n i t s hi gh- i nt ensi t y phase, wher e t he maj or i t y of ci t i zens have access t o a

huge ar r ay of goods, t he mar ket soci et y t hr ows up i nvi di ous di st i nct i ons

ever ywher e . We ar e ur ged const ant l y t o compar e t he advant ages of one br and

over anot her , one cl ass of goods over anot her , one mar gi nal i ncr ement of

sat i sf act i on over anot her , one set of val ues over anot her , i ndeed one " l i f est yl e
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package" over anot her . Yet what i s t he basi s f or compar i son? The

mar ket pl ace gr adual l y di ssol ves f i xed cust omar y t r adi t i ons ( such as t he

di st i nct i ve cui si ne and dr ess of ol der et hni c or nat i onal gr oups) by whi ch t he

appr opr i at eness of an i ndi vi dual ' s t ast es used t o be j udged . I n a moder n

mar ket soci et y t he bases of i nt er per sonal compar i son change cont i nuousl y . I t

i s as di f f i cul t t o anal yze t hose shi f t s as i t i s t o navi gat e t hem.

I t i s t hi s di f f i cul t y i n l ocat i ng a f oot hol d f or anal ysi s t hat pr ompt s me t o

suggest t hat we st ep back f or a moment and l ook at t he st r uct ur ed exchange

pr ocesses i n some pr i mi t i ve soci et i es . Thei r mor e l i mi t ed physi cal di mensi ons

and assor t ment of goods t hr ows some of t he f eat ur es of t hei r exchange

r el at i onshi ps i nt o shar per r el i ef . Thi s by no means i mpl i es t hat t hose

r el at i onshi ps ar e " si mpl er " t han our own . When t hey ar e vi ewed i n r el at i on t o

t he f ul l set of soci al i nt er act i ons ( especi al l y r eci pr oci t y i n ki nshi p r el at i ons) t o

whi ch t hey bel ong, t hei r compl exi t y i s i n f act over whel mi ng. 14 I di scuss t hem

her e f or a par t i cul ar pur pose i n abst r act i on f r om t hei r cont ext ual set t i ng .

Her e we f i nd a f ami l i ar at t r i but e, t he pr opensi t y f or emul at i on . I t i s not

exact l y as a uni ver sal f eat ur e, but as a suf f i ci ent l y f r equent occur r ence i n

di f f er ent human cul t ur es, i n wi del y separ at ed ar eas of t he ear t h, t o war r ant

speci al at t ent i on - nor was i t a mer el y i nci dent al f eat ur e of t hose soci et i es .

The " desi r e f or emul at i on" , Fi r t h wr i t es, was " t he i ndust r i al spur of t he ol d

Maor i economy . " 15

The or i gi ns of t he dual economy ( subsi st ence and pr est i ge) i n pr i mi t i ve

soci et y need not concer n us her e . The speci f i c nat ur e of t he dual i t y var i es

consi der abl y, but t he f ol l owi ng char act er i st i cs ar e common : ( 1) each of t he

t wo " economi es" has i t s own t ypes of goods or obj ect s ; ( 2) goods ar e cl assi f i ed

i n r anked, di scont i nuous, or i ncommensur abl e spher es of exchanges ; ( 3)

soci al di f f er ent i at i on, i ncl udi ng t he at t r i but e of pr est i ge, i s r el at ed t o

mani pul at i ons of a speci f i c cl ass of goods, not al l goods ; ( 4) pr est i ge goods

r ef l ect a del i ber at el y or ar t i f i ci al l y cr eat ed scar ci t y whi ch st ems f r om t he

ar bi t r ar y ascr i pt i on of symbol i c si gni f i cance t o mat er i al obj ect s .

I I I : Spher es of Exchange

Raymond Fi r t h has comment ed t hat we shoul d not t ake t hi s di st i nct i on t o

mean t hat t he t wo t ypes of act i vi t y ar e r i gi dl y separ at ed . Ther e ar e commonl y

some over l appi ng poi nt s bet ween t hem. " What i s usef ul , however , i n such

l abel s i s t he di r ect i ng of our at t ent i on t o maj or over t el ement s i n t he demand

schedul e of t he economi c syst em, pr i mi t i ve or advanced . Such not i ons i nvol ve

a separ at i on i n t he qual i t y of want s . " 16 Goods and obj ect s ar e cl assi f i ed i nt o

t wo maj or cat egor i es ( t her e ar e f ur t her subdi vi si ons, as we shal l see) , each wi t h

a mode of exchange appr opr i at e t o i t : bar t er on t he one hand, and obj ect s t hat
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ser ve as medi a of exchange f or st at us val ues on t he ot her . These ar e t he vi si bl e

mani f est at i ons of t he st r uct ur ed char act er of needs or want s, f or t he t wo

act i vi t i es ar e nor mal l y kept qui t e di st i nct by vi r t ue of segr egat i ng t he ki nds of

goods t hought t o be appr opr i at e t o each t ype . Howcommon t hi s i s may be

seen i n t he spher es of exchange devi sed by di f f er ent cul t ur es . 17

A f ai r l y si mpl e and st r ai ght f or war d di vi si on i s cust omar y i n Ponapea, one

of t he Car ol i ne I sl ands i n Mi cr onesi a . The subsi st ence economy consi st s of

f ood, cl ot hi ng, and shel t er i t ems or di nar i l y pr oduced and consumed by

househol d member s . Food consi st s of smal l yams, bananas, f r esh br eadf r ui t ,

coconut , and seaf ood . The pr est i ge economy i s l ar gel y conf i ned t o t he annual

f east s, whi ch f eat ur e compet i t i on among i ndi vi dual s wi t h r espect t o t wo

goods, bot h f ood i t ems : ver y l ar ge yams and br eadf r ui t aged f or l ong per i ods

i n l eaf wr appi ngs . Gr owi ng t he l ar ger yams r equi r es speci al ski l l s and car ef ul

t endi ng f or . year s ; t he pl aces wher e t hey ar e gr own ar e conceal ed and t hey ar e

t ended i n secr et , usual l y under cover of dar kness . The f l avour of t he br eadf r ui t

i mpr oves wi t h age ; t he wr appi ngs must be changed per i odi cal l y, and pr est i ge

i s r el at ed t o t he age of t he i t em. Bot h ar e br ought t o t he f east s and shar ed, and

a consensus i s r eached on t he r el at i ve qual i t y of t he of f er i ngs . 18

The best - known exampl e of pr est i ge compet i t i on i n Nor t h Amer i ca i s of

cour se t hat whi ch occur r ed among t he Kwaki ut l of Br i t i sh Col umbi a, who

l i ved i n a r egi on of gr eat nat ur al abundance : " The Kwaki ut l , even mor e t han

most peopl es i n t he wor l d, wer e obsessed wi t h r ank - i ndeed, i n t he mi dst of

such pl ent y t hey cr eat ed ar t i f i ci al shor t ages i n t he soci al syst em and t hei r

st r i vi ng f or hi gh soci al posi t i on was an i nt egr al par t of t he economy . " 19

Subsi st ence goods di d not f i gur e at al l i n t he pr est i ge compet i t i on, whi ch was

conf i ned t o j ust t wo ki nds of obj ect s, bl anket s and l ar ge pi eces of engr aved

copper . Compet i t i on among pot l at ch r i val s i nvol ved i ncr easi ng number s of

bl anket s, unt i l one ended i t by of f er i ng a copper pi ece ; t hi s compet i t i on was

ended i n t ur n by t he dest r uct i on of copper pi eces, t he vi ct or y goi ng t o t he one

who was deemed t o have dest r oyed t he pi ece of gr eat est val ue . The r i val r y was

st r uct ur ed as a conver si on of desi gnat ed obj ect s i n a r i t ual i zed ser i es of

exchanges whi ch cul mi nat ed by t r ansl at i ng mat er i al val ues " i nt o t he pur est

val ue : r eput at i on" ( Bohannan) .

Bohannan' s wor k on t he economy of t he Ti v of f er s one of t he best exampl es

of r anked and di scont i nuous spher es of exchange . I n t he subsi st ence economy

ar e i ncl uded f ood ( yams, cer eal s, veget abl es, seasoni ngs, chi cken, goat s,

sheep) , househol d ut ensi l s ( mor t ar s, gr i ndst ones, cal abashes, basket s, pot s) .

and some t ool s. Exchanges among t hemt ake pl ace by gi f t gi vi ng and i n a

mar ket whi ch t r adi t i onal l y used no money, onl y bar t er . The pr est i ge economy

i s t wo- t i er ed . One cat egor y i ncl udes sl aves, cat t l e, r i t ual of f i ces, a speci al t ype
of cl ot h, medi ci nes, and br ass r ods. Exchanges among t hese t ake pl ace at

cer emoni al and ot her speci al occasi ons onl y, and wi t bi n t hi s cat egor y br ass
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r ods ser ve as a medi umof exchange . Above t hi s cat egor y st ands anot her wi t h

a si ngl e " good" : t he exchange of r i ght s i n women.

The r anki ng of t he spher es i s cr uci al . Tr ansact i ons of goods bet ween t he

spher es i s necessar y, f or exampl e when a l ar ge amount of f ood i s r equi r ed f or a

f east and must be pai d f or wi t h br ass r ods, or when t he r ods wer e used t o

pur chase a wi f e . But one st r i ves t o avoi d exchangi ng hi gher - cat egor y goods

f or l ower - cat egor y ones, and he who . must do so suf f er s l oss of pr est i ge . ( The

br ass r ods ar e onl y a t r ue equi val ent wi t hi n t he second cat egor y . ) Conver sel y,

one st r i ves t o conver t l ower - cat egor y goods i nt o t he hi gher . z0

Ri char d Sal i sbur y pai d speci al at t ent i on t o spher es of exchange i n hi s st udy

of t he Si ane peopl e of t he NewGui nea hi ghl ands, and on t he basi s of hi s wor k

i t i s possi bl e t o make some f i ner di scr i mi nat i ons t hat may appl y t o ot her

exampl es di scussed above. He f ound i t necessar y t o di st i ngui sh not t wo but

t hr ee " nexuses of act i vi t y" i n economi c l i f e, each of whi ch cor r esponds t o a

di st i nct i ve assor t ment of goods and obj ect s used excl usi vel y i n r el at i on t o i t .

Hi s di scussi on st r esses t he cr uci al and det er mi ni ng r ol e t hat t he di scont i nuous

spher es of exchange pl ay i n t he soci al l i f e of t he gr oup . He cal l s t hem t he

subsi st ence, l uxur y, and cer emoni al nexuses of act i vi t y .

Subsi st ence goods i ncl ude ever yday f ood i t ems ( sweet pot at oes and ot her

veget abl es) , t ool s, cl ot hi ng, and housi ng . They ar e pr oduced bot h i ndi vi dual l y

and col l ect i vel y wi t hi n each cl an and r esponsi bi l i t y f or pr oduci ng t hem i s

shar ed i nf or mal l y i n t hat cont ext . These act i vi t i es mai nt ai n bot h t he accept ed

ki nshi p r el at i ons i n t he gr oup and t he basi c consumpt i on l evel enj oyed by

ever yone . They pr ovi de a mi ni mal consumpt i on " f l oor " f or each i ndi vi dual

and ar e der i ved f r om nat ur al mat er i al s t hat ar e r el at i vel y pl ent i f ul .

Luxur y goods encompass t obacco, pal m oi l , pandanus nut s, sal t , snake-

ski ns f or dr ums, st one f or axe- bl ades, and pal mwood f or spear s . These ar e

pr oduced or acqui r ed by i ndi vi dual i ni t i at i ve, ar e exchanged on t he basi s of

r eci pr oci t y, and t he di r ect consumpt i on i t ems among t hemar e enj oyed ei t her

pr i vat el y or i n ent er t ai ni ng vi si t or s, wher e " gener osi t y" i s a vi r t ue . Thi s i s a

ki nd of i nt er medi at e cat egor y of goods, whi ch al l ows f or t he expr essi on of

di f f er ent i ndi vi dual pr ef er ences ( unl i ke t he subsi st ence spher e, wher e t her e i s

l i t t l e or no var i at i on) , and seems t o wor k agai nst excessi ve r i gi di t y i n soci al

behavi our by per mi t t i ng t he i nt r oduct i on of newgoods and pr act i ces t hr ough

i ndi vi dual i ni t i at i ve .

Cer emoni al goods ar e val uabl es exchanged by bar t er at publ i c event s . Thi s

cat egor y i ncl udes shel l s, or nament al axes, neckl aces, pl umes, headdr esses,

and pi gs . Exchanges t ake pl ace bot h wi t hi n and among cl ans and t hey cr eat e

r et ur n obl i gat i ons ; t hi s i s an ar ena of " st r i ct r eci pr oci t y" wher e a det ai l ed

account i ng of val ue i s kept . The i ndi vi dual - and by associ at i on t he cl an of

whi ch he i s a member - cr eat e obl i gat i ons t o t hemsel ves f r om ot her s i n

maki ng pr esent at i ons of cer emoni al goods, and t hus i ncr ease hi s and t hei r
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pr est i ge. I t i s al so t he means of soci al mobi l i t y f or t he i ndi vi dual wi t hi n hi s cl an .

Ther e i s ver y l i t t l e cr ossi ng of t he boundar i es bet ween t he di f f er ent t ypes of

goods ; t he onl y one ment i oned speci f i cal l y by Sal i sbur y i s t he i nf r equent

exchange of pi gs f or sal t ( t he l at t er i s ver y scar ce and i s a monopol y of t he cl an

whi ch occupi es t he onl y sal t deposi t ) . The bar r i er s among goods and obj ect s

ar e at t he same t i me t he st r uct ur i ng char act er i st i cs of soci al r el at i ons: " The

mor e gener al r ul e i s t hat commodi t i es ar e used onl y i n si t uat i ons wher e t he

nexus of act i vi t y i s cl ear l y one of i nt ea- cl an hel p, i nt er - cl an pr esent at i on, or

exchange bet ween t r ade f r i ends ; no commodi t y can be used i n an ambi guous

si t uat i on . " 2 i Not onl y ar e cer emoni al goods never exchanged f or f ood or

l uxur i es, but per sons who exchange t he l at t er t wo cannot al so exchange t he

f or mer .

Of speci al i nt er est t o Sal i sbur y was t he f act t hat he wi t nessed t he i mpact of a

new t echnol ogy ( st eel r at her t han st one f or axe- bl ades) on t he cl osed, hi er ar -

chi cal spher es of exchange . The f ar gr eat er ef f i ci ency and dur abi l i t y of t he

st eel bl ades r el eased si gni f i cant amount s of new " f r ee t i me" f or t he

popul at i on . Ther e was no change i n t he pr oduct i on of t ypes of subsi st ence

goods, si nce t hi s coul d not have happened wi t hout di sr upt i ng f undament al

r ol e r el at i onshi ps ( onl y men own and use axes t o cl ear pl ant i ng ar eas - whi ch

women t hen t end - and t o bui l d houses) . Rat her , t he new t i me was absor bed

excl usi vel y i n ext endi ng t he spher e of pr est i ge compet i t i on - t he most el ast i c

ar ea of demand, t o use t he economi st s' t er m- by f i ght i ng and by exchangi ng

t he mat er i al t okens of pr est i ge .

Sal i sbur y gi ves an excel l ent summar y st at ement of t he soci al f unct i ons

per f or med by t he di scont i nuous spher es of exchange and t he st r uct ur ed

char act er of t he needs f or whi ch t hey ar e t he means of sat i sf act i on :

. . . t he pr esence i n non- monet ar y soci et i es of di scr et e

scal es of val ue . . . i s a si mpl e mechani sm i nsur i ng t hat

subsi st ence goods ar e used t o mai nt ai n a basi c st andar d

of l i f e bel ow whi ch no one f al l s ; t hat f r ee- f l owi ng power

[ pr est i ge] i s al l ocat ed peacef ul l y, wi t h a mi ni mum of

expl oi t at i on ( or di st ur bance of t he i ndi vi dual ' s r i ght t o

subsi st ence) and i n accor dance wi t h accept ed st andar ds ;

t hat t he means of i nsur i ng f l exi bi l i t y i n t he soci et y do not

di sr upt t he f or mal al l ocat i on of st at uses i n t he soci et y or

t he means of gai ni ng power . 22

Af t er compar i ng t he r anked spher es of exchange among t he Si ane wi t h

anal ogous pr act i ces el sewher e, Sal i sbur y of f er s a way of l ooki ng at at l east
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some commodi t i es i n our soci et y f r omt hi s per spect i ve . He suggest s t hat i n

i mpor t ant goods, l i ke t he aut omobi l e, t he t hr ee nexuses of act i vi t y ar e mi xed

t oget her but t hat i t i s al so possi bl e t o di st i ngui sh t hemanal yt i cal l y . Ther e i s a

" subsi st ence" nexus i n r espect t o i t s mani f est use- val ue ( i t conveys

passenger s) , a l uxur y nexus i n al l t he opt i onal " ext r as" f or gr eat er comf or t

and conveni ence t hat most pur chaser s choose, and a cer emoni al or pr est i ge

nexus i n t he compar at i ve l evel s of si ze, st yl e, , and cost . 23

Thr ee poi nt s ar e wor t hy of not e i n at t empt i ng t o assess t hese mat er i al s f or

compar at i ve pur poses . They concer n t he st r uct ur ed nat ur e of needs or want s,

t he r el at i on bet ween pr est i ge and t ypes of obj ect s, and t he quest i on whet her

one may pr oper l y speak of a f et i shi sm of obj ect s i n t hi s cont ext .

The hi er ar chi cal and di scont i nuous spher es of exchange ar e i n a sense onl y

t he vi si bl e mani f est at i on of qual i t at i ve di st i nct i ons i n t he assor t ment of

human needs . Rat her t han emer gi ng as an undi f f er ent i at ed ser i es, of a mer el y

quant i t at i ve scope, human needs appear - uni ver sal l y, I t hi nk i t i s saf e t o say

- i n gr oups or cl ust er s t hat r ef l ect ef f or t s t o def i ne meani ngf ul , " compl et e"

spher es of act i vi t y . The number of di scr et e and i dent i f i abl e needs and t hei r

obj ect s i n any spher e seems l ess si gni f i cant , on t he whol e, t han t he nat ur e of

t he qual i t at i ve di st i nct i ons whi ch mar k t he boundar i es bet ween t hem. Yet i n

r emar ki ng t hi s pat t er n one must be at t ent i ve t o t he r i ch var i at i ons i n det ai l

t hat l end i t col our . The i mpor t ant poi nt i s t he pr i nci pl e of st r uct ur ed di scr i mi -

nat i on . At t empt s t o pi n i t down t oo pr eci sel y, not abl y Masl ow' s hi er ar chy of

needs, t r i vi al i ze t he pr ocess of needi ng ; f or i n or der t o achi eve suf f i ci ent

gener al i t y, t he cat egor i es of anal ysi s must be r educed t o t hei r bar r en skel et al

out l i ne . ( Thi nk of " f ood" , on t he one hand, and t he mar vel ous over -

i ndul gence i n a f east cer emony by whi ch a f el l ow t r i es t o augment hi s pr est i ge,

on t he ot her . ) Any r esear ch scheme ut i l i zi ng t he pr i nci pl e of st r uct ur ed

di scr i mi nat i on shoul d devel op i t s speci f i c anal yt i cal cat egor i es i n a di al ogue

wi t h speci f i c empi r i cal mat er i al s . 24

A gr eat var i et y of goods or obj ect s ar e empl oyed as pr est i ge t okens, as we

have seen. Thi s st ems f r omt he ver y nat ur e of t he ent er pr i se . What i s r equi r ed

i s a physi cal count er f or human r el at i onshi ps, an ar bi t r ar i l y- chosen si gn f or a

compl ex set of at t r i but es ( ski l l , i ni t i at i ve, i nher i t ed st at us, l uck, ambi t i on,

cour age, and so f or t h) . What t he gr oup of count er s must be abl e t o si gni f y i s

t he r equi si t e degr ee of di scr i mi nat i on i n t he pr ocess of soci al di f f er ent i at i on .

Wher e t her e ar e many accept ed compet i t or s f or pr est i ge, f or exampl e, t he set

of t okens as a whol e must be suf f i ci ent l y di vi si bl e so t hat i t i s possi bl e t o

di scer n t he r el at i ve success of each. Pr est i ge t okens r ef l ect ar t i f i ci al scar ci t i es,

and such scar ci t i es may be mul t i pl i ed i ndef i ni t el y as t he need f or f i ner

di scr i mi nat i ons ar i ses . They may or may not embody si gni f i cant amount s of

ski l l ed l abour , ar t i st i c t al ent , or pr eci ous nat ur al mat er i al s . The onl y gener al

r equi r ement i s t hat t hey be kept separ at e f r om subsi st ence uses .
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Whet her we shoul d speak her e of a " f et i shi sm of obj ect s" i s par t l y a mat t er

of def i ni t i on, si nce many of t hese soci et i es have f et i sh- devi ces i n t he st r i ct

sense - i . e . , obj ect s t hought capabl e of per f or mi ng oper at i ons ( spel l s,

wi t chcr af t ) on per sons - t hat ar e not t he same as t hei r pr est i ge t okens, i t i s

pr obabl y unwi se t o do so . I f by a f et i sh we r ef er t o any si t uat i on i n whi ch a

mat er i al obj ect " st ands f or " a soci al r el at i on ( t hus maki ng i t vi r t ual l y

synonymous wi t h what i s i nt ended by t he concept of r ei f i cat i on) , and

especi al l y i f al l such si t uat i ons ar e t hought t o be unf or t unat e by t hei r ver y

nat ur e, di f f i cul t i es ar i se . 25 For t o mar k a soci al r el at i on by means of a mat er i al

t hi ng i s pr eci sel y what pr est i ge t okens ar e i nt ended t o do . Mor eover , most

soci et i es whi ch empl oy t hem cl ear l y r ecogni ze t hat t hese soci al r el at i ons

t hemsel ves - i . e . , t he pr ocess of soci al di f f er ent i at i on t hr ough pr est i ge

compet i t i on - ar e pot ent i al l y danger ous i n t hei r consequences, and t hey have

expl i ci t , wel l - est abl i shed count er vai l i ng mechani sms ( e . g. , r edi st r i but i on) t o

cont ai n t hose danger s . 26 They do not seemt o be at al l myst i f i ed, f or exampl e,

by t he r ei f i ed f or ms of t hose soci al r el at i onshi ps . Thus i t does not appear

j ust i f i abl e t o me t o vi ew t he pr est i ge economy of pr i mi t i ve soci et i es as an

expr essi on of t he f et i shi sm of obj ect s .

We may nowt ur n t o t he quest i on of what bear i ng t hese t hr ee poi nt s have on

t he di al ect i c of needs and obj ect s i n our i ndust r i al mar ket soci et y . I n appl yi ng

t hi s compar at i ve per spect i ve we ar e encour aged t o l ook f or t he st r uct ur ed

di scr i mi nat i ons of needs t hat may be pr esent , and ( i f we t hi nk we do di scer n

evi dence of t hem) t o ask how t hey expr ess t hemsel ves i n r el at i on t o t he

abst r act equi val ence i n t he f i el d of obj ect s ( exchange val ue or t he commodi t y

f or m) . We can ask how t he pecuni ar y f or mof t he pr opensi t y f or emul at i on,

whi ch ar i ses i n a mar ket exchange soci et y based on commodi t y pr oduct i on,

di f f er s i n i t s char act er i st i cs and soci al consequences f r omt he non- pecuni ar y

f or m based on di scont i nuous spher es of exchange . For exampl e, i f we accept

Sal i sbur y' s cl ai m about t he conf l at i on of di f f er ent nexuses of act i vi t y i n a

uni f or m spher e of mar ket - exchange goods, we mi ght ask : What ar e t he

i ndi vi dual and soci al consequences, i f any, of pur sui ng pr est i ge compet i t i on i n

a si t uat i on wher e al l easi l y- r ecogni zabl e di st i nct i ons bet ween pr est i ge and

non- pr est i ge cat egor i es have col l apsed? Fi nal l y, i s i t possi bl e t o gr ound t he

concept s of r ei f i cat i on and t he f et i shi sm of commodi t i es f or our soci et y i n t he

col l apsi ng of spher es of exchange?

I V: Commodi t y Fet i shi sm Once Mor e

Jean Baudr i l l ar d opens hi s book, Le syst eme des obj et s, wi t h t he f ol l owi ng

quest i ons : " Can one cl assi f y t he i mmense veget at i on of obj ect s l i ke f l or a and

f auna, wi t h t r opi cal and nor t her n speci es, abr upt mut at i ons, and
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di sappear i ng speci es? . . . Can one hope t o cl assi f y a const ant l y changi ng wor l d

of obj ect s and ar r i ve at a descr i pt i ve syst em?" To answer t hemhe devel ops a

scheme based on cat egor i es such as ar r angement and envi r onment , t oget her

wi t h var i ous sub- cat egor i es, and concl udes wi t h hi s f i r st pr esent at i on of t he

t hesi s ( el abor at ed i n l at er books) t hat consumpt i on t oday i nvol ves t he

" syst emat i c mani pul at i on of si gns" whi ch as a whol e f or m a behavi our al

" code" . Thi s means ( so f ar as I can under st and t he t hesi s) t hat obj ect s t end t o

l ose any subst ant i al l i nk wi t h di scr et e domai ns of act i vi t y ( eat i ng, f or

exampl e) - an " i nt er i or " r el at i on - and const i t ut e an ext er nal l y- r el at ed

ser i es or mer e col l ect i on of t hi ngs whi ch onl y r epr esent abst r act desi gnat i ons

( " col oni al " f ur ni t ur e, " spor t y" cl ot hi ng, " gour met " f r ozen f oods) . "

Baudr i l l ar d i s one of a number of Fr ench t heor i st s f or whom symbol i c

det er mi nat i ons pr ovi de t he key f or under st andi ng gener al i zed commodi t y

pr oduct i on . z8 Baudr i l l ar d ext ends t he semi ol ogi cal appr oach t o embr ace

pol i t i cal economy and suggest s t hat t her e i s a st r i ct anal ogy bet ween t he

nat ur e of a si gn and t he nat ur e of t he commodi t y f or m. The t wo- f ol d char act er

of t he si gn, as si gni f i er ( t he si gn' s mani f est f or m) and as si gni f i ed ( i t s meani ng) ,

dupl i cat es t he dual i t y of use val ue ( t he mat er i al or ut i l i t ar i an aspect ) and

exchange val ue ( t he r el at i on wi t h ot her t hi ngs) i n t he commodi t y . I n

D' Ami co' s wor ds : " We ar e t o under st and t he connect i on as f ol l ows : exchange

val ue and si gni f i er desi gnat e r el at i onal f or ms, wher eas use val ue and t he

si gni f i ed st and f or t he cont ent or obj ect of t he r el at i ons . "

Baudr i l l ar d wi shes t o f ound, on t hi s basi s, a t heor y of t he f et i shi sm of

commodi t i es t hat i s di f f er ent f r omMar x' s . He under st ands Mar x' s t heor y as

l i nki ng t hi s f et i shi sm sol el y t o one si de ( exchange val ue) of t he commodi t y

f or m, si nce t he ot her ( use val ue) i s an unambi guous qual i t y, t he commodi t y' s

capaci t y f or sat i sf yi ng some human need . Baudr i l l ar d mai nt ai ns, i n

opposi t i on t o t hi s r eadi ng of Mar x, t hat ut i l i t y or use val ue i s j ust as much an

abst r act f or m of t he obj ect as i s exchange val ue :

For t her e t o be exchange val ue i t i s al r eady necessar y t hat

ut i l i t y become t he pr i nci pl e of r eal i t y f or t he obj ect as

pr oduct . Exchange pr esupposes t hat t he obj ect s ar e

al r eady r at i onal i zed as usef ul . The r educt i on t o ut i l i t y i s

t he basi s f or bot h exchange and syst emat i zat i on - t he

pr econdi t i ons, i n Baudr i l l ar d, f or f et i shi sm ( whi ch he

def i nes as t he r educt i on of t he symbol i c- ambi val ent t o t he

syst emat i c- equi val ent ) . For Baudr i l l ar d exchange and

t he equi val ence- f or m ar e made possi bl e by an obj ect ' s

bei ng made compar abl e t hr ough t he common denomi na-

t or of f unct i onal - r at i onal . ( Onl y t he obj ect s of symbol i c
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exchange r et ai n t hei r t r ue si ngul ar i t y and i ncommen-

sur abi l i t y) . Ther ef or e, t o be mor e r adi cal t han Mar x i s t o

see t he pr i or i t y of t he obj ect f or m over t he commodi t y

f or m. 29

Thi s passage shows what i s f or Baudr i l l ar d t he cr i t er i on f or di st i ngui shi ng

f et i shi zed f r om non- f et i shi zed exchanges . The l at t er i s r est r i ct ed t o event s

whi ch have ( al l egedl y) an i r r educi bl e si ngul ar i t y ; exampl es ar e gi f t - gi vi ng and

t he f east cer emoni es of pr i mi t i ve soci et i es . Appar ent l y al l r educt i ons t o a

st andar d of equi val ence ar e a f or m of f et i shi sm.

Ther e i s much of val ue i n Baudr i l l ar d' s wor k . He was ( t o t he best of my

knowl edge) t he f i r st sympat het i c r eader of Mar x t o ar gue agai nst t he st andar d

Mar xi st f or mul at i on of t he concept of commodi t y f et i shi sm. 30 Hi s i s al so an

ef f ect i ve chal l enge t o any who l ocat e t he pr obl emat i c aspect of capi t al i st

mar ket r el at i ons sol el y i n t he commodi t y f or m per se and who r egar d t he

r el at i on of need and use val ue as unambi guous . These advant ages, however ,

ar e l ar gel y negat ed by i t s def ect s, whi ch ar i se bot h f r omi t s dubi ous t heor et i cal

st ance and f r oma st yl e of expr essi on not abl e f or i t s consi st ent hyper bol e .

Baudr i l l ar d' s concept of f et i shi sm i s so al l - encompassi ng t hat i t over whel ms

t he dat a of exper i ence i t seeks t o addr ess . For some aspect of equi val ence i s a

necessar y par t of al l exchange . To be sur e t he equi val ence r epr esent ed i n

exchange based on r eci pr oci t y i s not t he same as t hat r epr esent ed i n

commodi t y exchange, but i t i s a ki nd of equi val ence nonet hel ess . I t i s

cust omar y - bot h i n pr i mi t i ve soci et i es and i n our own - not t o cal cul at e t oo

f i nel y t he exchange val ue of a si ngl e gi f t , but wher e t he par t i es t o gi f t

exchanges ar e of t he same st at us any l ong- t er m i mbal ance wi l l be r egar ded as

a del i ber at e af f r ont . Si mi l ar l y mar ket and non- mar ket exchanges i n gener al ,

whi ch empl oy var yi ng st andar ds of equi val ence, r ef l ect qual i t at i vel y di f f er ent

cont ext s of soci al r el at i ons . The cont r ast of " syst emat i c- equi val ent " wi t h

" symbol i c- ambi val ent " pr event s us f r om maki ng t he necessar y di scr i mi na-

t i ons among di ver se cont ext s of exchange r el at i onshi ps .

Baudr i l l ar d' s appr oach i s a pr i me exampl e of what we mi ght t er m a

pr emat ur e concept ual synt hesi s, pr emat ur e i n t wo senses . Fi r st , i t t er mi nat es

t he di al ogue bet ween anal yt i cal concept s and empi r i cal dat a al most as soon as

i t has begun ; t he f or mer exer ci ses an aut hor i t at i ve sway, so t o speak, whi ch t he

l at t er i s not per mi t t ed t o chal l enge . Second, i t f or ecl oses on t he r ange of

quest i ons t hat mi ght be posed as t he i nqui r y pr oceeds . For exampl e, i f we

i nsi st t hat " t he same l ogi c ( and t he same f et i shi sm) i s at wor k on t he t wo si des

of t he commodi t y speci f i ed by Mar x, use val ue and exchange val ue" , 3 ' we

have i n ef f ect deci ded a pr i or i not t o al l ow t he dat a t o show any si gni f i cant

el ement s of t ensi on bet ween t he t wo si des t hat may be pr esent i n our

exper i ence wi t h commodi t y exchange pr oduct i on .
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The mor e measur ed appr oach of Mar shal l Sahl i ns r escues t hese mat er i al s

f r omsuch concept ual aut ar chy and t hus hol ds open newl i nes of i nqui r y . Hi s

emphasi s on " t he symbol i c st r uct ur e i n mat er i al ut i l i t y" does not t empt hi mt o

r educe t he concept of ut i l i t y ( use val ue) t o some al l egedl y mor e pr i mor di al

" obj ect f or m" or t o di ssol ve t he dynami c t ensi on bet ween use val ue and

exchange val ue. Rat her , he opens up t he concept of ut i l i t y i t sel f i n or der t o

sear ch f or t he di f f er ent i at ed st r uct ur es of meani ng wi t hi n, i n or der t o r epai r

t he i mbal ance f ound i n Mar x' s wor k . He ci t es t he Gr undr i sse : " The

commodi t y i t sel f appear s as uni t y of t wo aspect s . I t i s use val ue, i . e . , obj ect of

t he sat i sf act i on of any syst emwhat ever of human needs . Thi s i s i t s mat er i al

si de, whi ch t he most di spar at e epochs of pr oduct i on may have i n common,

and whose exami nat i on t her ef or e l i es beyond pol i t i cal economy . " 32 He

suggest s t hat we must ext end t he i nvest i gat i on of commodi t y pr oduct i on by

di ssect i ng t he mat er i al si de :

The mat er i al f or ces t aken by t hemsel ves ar e l i f el ess . Thei r

speci f i c mot i ons and det er mi nat e consequences can be

st i pul at ed onl y by pr ogr essi vel y compoundi ng t hemwi t h

t he coor di nat es of t he cul t ur al or der . . . An i ndust r i al

t echnol ogy i n i t sel f does not di ct at e whet her i t wi l l be r un

by men or by women, i n t he day or at ni ght , by wage

l abor er s or by col l ect i ve owner s, on Tuesday or on

Sunday, f or a pr of i t or f or a' l i vel i hood ; i n t he ser vi ce of

nat i onal secur i t y or pr i vat e gl ut t ony ; t o pr oduce hand- f ed

dogs or st al l - f ed cat t l e, bl ue col l ar s or whi t e dr esses ; t o

pol l ut e t he r i ver s and i nf ect t he at mospher e or t o i t sel f

sl owl y r ust away l i ke t he Si nger sewi ng machi ne posed

maj est i cal l y i n f r ont of t he house of an Af r i can Chi ef . 33

A t heor y t hat i gnor es t he i nt er - penet r at i on of t he concr et e mat er i al and

cul t ur al ( symbol i c) det er mi nant s i n t he sat i sf act i on of needs, r est r i ct i ng i t sel f

i nst ead ent i r el y t o i t s f or mal st r uct ur e ( t he commodi t y f or munder capi t al i st

r el at i ons of pr oduct i on) , wi l l r emai n unabl e t o expl ai n pr ocesses of soci al

change i n pr eci sel y t hat ki nd of soci et y whi ch t he t heor y pr et ends t o have as i t s

obj ect of anal ysi s - a soci et y wher e t he sel f - under st andi ng of per sons has

been f or med under condi t i ons of f ul l y devel oped capi t al i st mar ket r el at i ons .

Ut i l i t y i s not const i t ut ed excl usi vel y by t he pr oper t i es of a good but i nst ead

by t he r el at i on bet ween t hemand t he demand schedul es of per sons : t hi s much

i s al r eady convent i onal wi sdom i n mar gi nal ut i l i t y t heor y . However , i n

def i ni ng ut i l i t y as no mor e t han " psychol ogi cal ut i l i t y" t hi s t heor y i mme-
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di at el y shor t - ci r cui t s di scussi on of t he soci al and cul t ur al det er mi nant s of

i ndi vi dual psychol ogy . The " pr ocess of soci al l i f e i n whi ch men r eci pr ocal l y

def i ne obj ect s i n t er ms of t hemsel ves and t hemsel ves i n t er ms of obj ect s" 34 i s

her e r educed t o i t s cr udest di mensi ons . So t he consumer behavi our

r esear cher s l abour t o f i nd di r ect cor r el at i ons bet ween an i ndi vi dual ' s

per sonal i t y at t r i but es and hi s or her pr ef er ences f or speci f i c br ands . One st udy

f ound a si gni f i cant cor r el at i on bet ween t he at t r i but e " need f or domi nance

super i or t o need f or af f i l i at i on" and a pr ef er ence f or For ds over Chevr ol et s

and vi ce ver sa. Unf or t unat el y t hese st udi es as a whol e showed t hat , al t hough

par t i cul ar cor r el at i ons wer e of t en si gni f i cant , t he r esul t s coul d not be

gener al i zed acr oss pr oduct t ypes . 35

I n f act a cul t ur al syst em of i nt er pr et at i on ( cal l ed a " code" by t hose who

f ol l ow t he Fr ench t heor i st s) i nt er venes bet ween per sons and obj ect s . I t

i ncl udes aut onomous domai ns, not det er mi ned by t he mode of pr oduct i on,

t hat st r uct ur e i ndi vi dual exper i ence and behavi our . Sahl i ns di scusses t wo

exampl es i n Nor t h Amer i can l i f e t oday, i nvol vi ng f ood and cl ot hi ng. The uses

of ani mal s f or meat ar e st r uct ur ed i n a number of ways, i ncl udi ng edi bl e

( cat t l e and pi gs) ver sus i nedi bl e ( dogs and hor ses) sour ces and a hi er ar chy of

pr ef er ences wi t h r espect t o edi bl e sour ces ( f l esh ver sus or gan par t s) . St yl es of

cl ot hi ng r ef l ect and r ei nf or ce gener al behavi our pat t er ns, such as mal e/ f emal e

and wor k/ l ei sur e di st i nct i ons ; and t he var i at i ons wi t hi n t hi s cl ass of obj ect s

al l ow a host of di f f er ent i at i ons i n t he soci al or der t o be expr essed . The i nf i ni t e

mani pul at i on of mat er i al s made possi bl e by i ndust r i al t echnol ogy per mi t s t hi s

soci et y t o devel op a f ar l ar ger set of di f f er ent i at i ng si gns t han was possi bl e

ear l i er . Yet however br oad or nar r ow i t s r ange may be, t he wor l d of pr oduced

obj ect s al ways r epr esent s " man speaki ng t o man t hr ough t he medi um of

t hi ngs . " 36

I t i s st i l l f r ui t f ul t o f ol l ow Mar x' s l ead and t o vi ewt he under st andi ng of t he

commodi t y f or m as ( at t he ver y l east ) t he i ni t i al pr obl em f or our anal yt i cal

ef f or t s . However , I bel i eve we must pr oceed on t he assumpt i on t hat we do not

yet under st and i t . We must do mor e t han f eed new dat a i nt o t he ol d pr ogr am.

I n my vi ew t he sour ces di scussed i n t hi s essay ( especi al l y Sci t ovsky, Hi r sch,

and Sahl i ns) put us on t he t hr eshol d of si gni f i cant new depar t ur es f or t he

t heor y of advanced capi t al i st soci et y . I n what f ol l ows I have i ndi cat ed onl y t he

out l i nes of speci f i c t opi cs t hat coul d be pur sued on t he basi s of t he pr ecedi ng

di scussi on .

1 .

	

Rei f i cat i on and Fal se Consci ousness

	

One of t he commonest f eat ur es of

human cul t ur es i s t he use of obj ect s t o mar k soci al di st i nct i ons among

per sons . Under many di f f er ent ki nds of ci r cumst ances t he at t r i but es

associ at ed wi t h t hose di st i nct i ons may be t r ansf er r ed t o t he obj ect s

t hemsel ves, whi ch t hen woul d come t o possess a degr ee of aut onomy vi s- d- vi s

human agent s who had l ost cont r ol of t he symbol i c meani ngs vest ed i n t hem.
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Those meani ngs, now wi t h a " l i f e of t hei r own" , can act as a count er wei ght t o

t he spont aneous devel opment of newer cul t ur al f or ms ar i si ng i n r esponse t o

envi r onment al and soci al changes . I f some t er mi nol ogi cal l i cense be

per mi t t ed, r ei f i cat i on coul d be t er med a " negat i ve ext er nal i t y" i n t he pr ocess

of obj ect i f i cat i on, wher e by t he l at t er we under st and t he t r ansf or mat i on of

nat ur e i nt o physi cal f or ms t hat expr ess human cr eat i vi t y .

The i deol ogi es of ear l y capi t al i sm, whi ch r epr esent ed economi c r el at i ons as

t he out come of t he wor ki ngs of uni ver sal l y- appl i cabl e nat ur al l aws, wer e

r ei f i ed f or ms of soci al consci ousness . I n t hemt he r eal soci al t r ansf or mat i ons

whi ch cr eat ed t hose economi c r el at i ons ( such as t he f or ci ng of l abour - power

i nt o t he commodi t y f or m) wer e conceal ed and di st or t ed ; soci al pol i cy, i t was

sai d, had t o " obey" t he l aws of t he mar ket pl ace . However , t he gr adual

accept ance of i ncr easi ng gover nment al mani pul at i on of t he economy has

l ar gel y ( but not ent i r el y) made t hi s f or mof r ei f i ed consci ousness obsol et e . I t i s

not cl ear whet her i t has been r epl aced, on t he l evel of over al l publ i c

under st andi ng of t he r el at i on bet ween economy and publ i c pol i cy, by some

ot her f or ms .

The t heor y of f al se needs i mpl i es t hat t he l ocus of r ei f i ed under st andi ng has

shi f t ed i n a sense f r omt he spher e of pr oduct i on t o t hat of consumpt i on . Thi s

t heor y suggest s t hat t her e i s a per vasi ve mani pul at i on of desi r e or di st or t i on i n

t he r el at i on bet ween needs and t he obj ect s of sat i sf act i on . Gi ven t he cul t ur al

var i abi l i t y of needs, however , i t has pr oved di f f i cul t f or t he t heor y t o go

beyond t he vaguest gener al i zat i ons . 31 Unt i l i t i s abl e t o do so i t wi l l not be

possi bl e f or us t o eval uat e t he cont ent i on; and unl ess i t does so i t r uns t he r i sk

of bei ng consi der ed as mer el y an i nvi di ous di st i nct i on . I n gener al any t heor y

of f al se consci ousness shoul d be abl e t o be cl ear er t han t hose i n t he past have

been about j ust what ki nds of " myst i f i cat i on" occur as a r esul t of capi t al i st

exchange r el at i onshi ps .

2 . Rei f i cat i on and Commodi t y Fet i shi sm

	

I n Mar xi st t hought t he

f et i shi sm of commodi t i es i s by and l ar ge a speci al case of r ei f i cat i on . What was

sai d above of t he l at t er appl i es as wel l t o t he f or mer . 38 Speci f i cal l y, i t i s

i mpl ausi bl e t o suggest t hat per sons ar e " r ul ed" by what ever meani ngs ar e

pr oj ect ed ont o t he wor l d of commodi t i es . Rat her , t hose commodi t i es seemt o

be mor e and mor e t he per f ect l y t r anspar ent r eposi t or i es of t hose meani ngs -

i . e . , t he sat i sf act i on of needs t akes pl ace i n t he cont ext of an open- ended

compet i t i ve emul at i on, wher e t he assor t ment of bot h obj ect s and symbol s i s

const ant l y r eshuf f l ed .

I t may be possi bl e, however , t o r e- i nt er pr et t hose concept s i n t hi s new

cont ext . The r anked and di scont i nuous spher es of exchange abol i shed by

commodi t y pr oduct i on may r e- appear as qual i t at i vel y di st i nct spher es of

meani ng wi t hi n t he commodi t y f or mi t sel f . ( Recal l Sal i sbur y' s poi nt about t he

di mensi ons of subsi st ence, l uxur y, and cer emony or pr est i ge i n t he
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aut omobi l e . ) Thi s r equi r es car ef ul i nvest i gat i on t o see whet her a f r ui t f ul l i ne

of i nqui r y may be devel oped . One possi bl e i mpl i cat i on may be not ed . The

ef f ect i veness of t he pr est i ge economy i n pr i mi t i ve soci et i es seems t o depend i n

l ar ge par t on ( 1) i t s segr egat i on f r omnon- pr est i ge ( subsi st ence) pur sui t s and

( 2) t he speci f i cat i on of a cl osed set of count er s as pr est i ge t okens . Bot h

pr i nci pl es ar e vi ol at ed i n t he pr est i ge compet i t i ons i n mar ket soci et y . I f t he

compet i t i on i s mor e open- ended, t he si gns of success ar e al so l ess cl ear and

st abl e; t hus i t i s bot h mor e ext ensi ve, encr oachi ng on al l aspect s of ever yday

l i f e, and - per haps - l ess sat i sf yi ng i n i t s out come, si nce t he t okens of mer i t

have no l ast i ng val ue . Pr est i ge t oo i s t hr eat ened by i nf l at i onar y pr essur es . The

di f f usi on of pr est i ge compet i t i on t hr oughout t he domai n of consumpt i on may

pr ovi de a basi s f or r e- i nt er pr et i ng t he concept of r ei f i cat i on i n t he cont ext of

t he commodi t y f or m. 39

3 .

	

Exchange i n Mar ket and Non- mar ket Cont ext s

	

Changes i n t he l ar ger

cont ext of mar ket r el at i ons and t hei r soci al f unct i ons have l ong been

advocat ed as par t of t he soci al i st opposi t i on t o capi t al i sm. Some of t he

ar gument s about t he di f f er ent st ages t hr ough whi ch soci al i st soci et i es ar e

supposed t o evol ve, or about t he di f f er ences bet ween soci al i sm and

communi sm, t ur n on t hi s poi nt . Yet i n Mar xi st t heor y at l east , accor di ng t o

St anl ey Moor e, t hese ar gument s have st i l l not been suf f i ci ent l y cl ar i f i ed . 4o

Such i ssues as t he scope of commodi t y pr oduct i on, al t er nat i ve t ypes of

exchange r el at i onshi ps, and t he t ypes of soci al di f f er ent i at i on r equi r e cl ose r e-

exami nat i on i n soci al i st t heor y . The ent er pr i se wi l l be mor e pr oduct i ve i f ,

i nst ead of conf i ni ng i t sel f t o specul at i ve t r eat i ses, i t al so l ooks at t he

i nst r uct i ve exper i ences wi t h t hese mat t er s t hat have occur r ed under t he st at e-

soci al i st r egi mes . 41

4 .

	

The Compar at i ve Per spect i ve: Concl udi ng Not es

	

The ant hr opol ogi cal

mat er i al s ar e especi al l y i nt er est i ng on one poi nt : t he l i nkages bet ween pr est i ge

and i t s mat er i al t okens ar e qui t e ar bi t r ar y . Thi s has some si gni f i cance f or our

own soci et y, wher e si mi l ar l i nkages i n r ecent t i mes r el y on goods and l i f est yl es

t hat pl ace heavy demands on r esour ces and ener gy . Thi s has made i t di f f i cul t

t o know how t o deal wi t h t he ser i ous i nequi t i es i n t he di st r i but i on of i ncome,

si nce r ai si ng ot her s t o a hi gher st andar d woul d f ur t her i nt ensi f y t hose

demands . A di f f er ent appr oach may br i ng a happi er sol ut i on t o t hi s di l emma.

I t i s possi bl e t hat r el at i vel y i nof f ensi ve ways may be f ound t o r e- i nt er pr et

pr est i ge val ues i n t er ms of l ess r esour ce- ext r avagant goods . Gi ven t he

ar bi t r ar y char act er of such val ues, t her e i s no r eason t o suppose t hat t he

r esul t s wi l l be l ess f ai r or l ess sat i sf yi ng .

Envi r onment al St udi es & Pol i t i cal Sci ence

Yor k Uni ver si t y
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