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CONSUMING TALES

1.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter is divided into five parts. Following an introductory section
which considers what consumption is and how it has been conceptualized
by academics from a variety of disciplines, the aims and rationale of the
module are outlined. The second part of the chapter contains brief descrip-
tions of the contents of the module. Part three traces the growing importance
of consumption in peopleÕs lives, asking questions such as: Did this happen
suddenly or has this been the result of a more sudden transition? This ques-
tion is addressed first by considering two stories of the development of
consumer society in Europe and the USA. The first story is fashioned after
the argument put forward by Grant McCracken who discusses the rise of a
consumer society involving sixteenth-century English nobility and who
traces subsequent more inclusive developments in France and Britain in later
centuries. The second story is drawn from the work of Stuart Ewen and is
based on the emerging consumer society of the USA in the 1920s. This is
followed by a brief comparison of the similarities and differences between
the two stories. In the fourth part the discussion is expanded to take into

1

1
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

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

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

¥ To build an awareness that narratives involving ÔrealÕ historical
changes do not unfold neatly in linear and orderly sequences

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

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



account the work of Norbert Elias and of Pasi Falk. EliasÕs work is important
for two reasons: first, because it provides another place from which to view
the particular characteristics of the modern self; second, because it forms a
benchmark for comparison with other theories. While Norbert Elias focuses
on the changing role of manners in the civilization process, Falk explicitly
places consumption at the centre of his explanation. The final part of the
chapter is devoted to a brief discussion of the ideas of Michel Maffesoli who,
along with many others, asserts that Western society has changed funda-
mentally in recent years and that we are living in a new form of society Ð in
the postmodern age.

1.2 TWO TALES OF CONSUMPTION

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

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

ÔToday we call it the sense of identity, or self-image. It resulted from the over-
throw of absolutism and the recognition of the significance of the individual.Õ

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

1.2.2 Tale 2: US consumption in the 1920s

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

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

Ewen does not share in the idea of the smooth development of patterns of
consumption described above by McCracken. Instead the creation of a mass
consumer culture is explained as being part of an ongoing development of
social control. This began in the early stages of industrial development, at
the beginning of the nineteenth century in the field of production, when
labourers became subjected to new disciplines, including the observance of
the mechanical Ôclock timeÕ of the factory and the machine-like character of
the assembly line. This reached its heights in the mass production assembly-
line processes developed by the Ford motor company, and the universaliza-
tion of such practices in what Ewen calls the ÔFordizingÕ of American
industry. However such controls invited powerful and potentially revolu-
tionary forms of worker resistance. As a consequence of this resistance,
management introduced new and softer forms of control, including welfare
programmes, industrial democracy and community-based initiatives. Such
developments also helped forestall a looming crisis of overproduction by
creating the means for newly affluent workers to participate as equals in the
ÔdemocracyÕ of the marketplace. The invitation to workers to partake in the
ÔfreedomÕ of the marketplace removed the potential threat of worker revolu-
tion by distracting workersÕ attention from the stultifying and monotonous
conditions of the workplace and onto the anxieties and opportunities offered
by the construction of a ÔselfÕ in the marketplace. Ewen notes that workers
were not passive but actively demanded access to the new world of goods, a
demand which was in perfect accord with the requirements of capital.

Ewen argues that some businessmen spotted in the marketplace an oppor-
tunity for extending the relatively narrow range of control in the workplace,
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to control over the entire social realm by becoming captains of conscious-
ness through mass advertising. He argues that modern advertising must be
seen as a direct response to the needs of mass industrial capitalism. By trans-
forming the notion of (the working) ÔclassÕ into (the consuming) ÔmassÕ, busi-
ness hoped to create an ÔindividualÕ who could locate his needs and
frustrations in terms of the consumption of goods rather than the quality and
content of his life (work). Advertising became the means for efficiently creat-
ing consumers and as a way of homogeneously controlling the consumption
of the product. In creating consumers, the admen welcomed the work of
psychologists such as Floyd Henry Allport (see note i). Allport contributed
not only the notion of attitude to consumer behaviour, but also theorized
consumer identity as the Ôsocial selfÕ. The idea of the social self may be
summed up in his saying that; Ôour consciousness of ourselves is largely a
reflection of the consciousness which others have of us . . . My idea of myself
is rather my own idea of my neighbourÕs view of meÕ (see note ii). According
to Ewen, this view of the self as being Ôthe object of continual and harsh
social scrutinyÕ was to form the basis for much of the advertising from the
1920s onwards. The shift to a focus away from the functional characteristics
of the product and onto the anxieties of the ÔsocialÕ self of the consumer is
extremely important in understanding advertisingÕs role in getting people to
consume and keeping them consuming. As an antidote to the guilt of the
social self, advertising offered up a commodity self which presented a ready-
made solution to each of the problem zones identified:

ÔEach portion of the body was to be viewed critically, as a potential bauble in a
successful assemblage. WoodburyÕs soap was offered as a perfect treatment for
the Ònewly important face of Smart TodayÓ; another product promised to keep
teeth white: Òa flashing smile is worth more than a good sized bank account, It
wins friends.Ó After she has used Caro Cocoanut Oil Shampoo, a dashing gentle-
man informs the lady, ÒIÕm crazy about your hair. ItÕs the most beautiful of any
here tonightÓ. Õ [1976: 47].

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

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

1.2.3 Discussion of the two tales

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

1.3 NORBERT ELIAS: THE CIVILIZING PROCESS

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

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

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

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

The above quote illustrates the complex set of changes which have taken
place in society; they characterize a shift from an orientation towards the
external world which is fearful and violent to one which is controlled by the
Ôself-steeringÕ individual.
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1.3.1 Life in the Middle Ages

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

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

ÔGarlic smells and other bad odours arise. People spit everywhere. Someone is
cleaning his boots on the table. Then the meal is brought in. Everyone dips his
bread in the general dish, bites the bread, and dips it in again. The place is dirty
and the wine is bad. And if one asks for a better wine, the innkeeper replies: I have
put up enough nobles and counts. If it does not suit you, look for other quarters.

The stranger to the country has a particularly difficult time. The others stare at
him fixedly as if he were a fabulous animal from Africa. Moreover, these people
acknowledge as human beings only the nobles of their own country.

The room is overheated; everyone is sweating and steaming and wiping
himself. There are doubtless many among them who have some hidden disease.Õ 

[1994: 57/8]

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

1.3.2 The transition

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

1.3.3 Development of ‘court’ society

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

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

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

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

ÔThe closer the web of interdependence becomes in which the individual is
enmeshed with the advancing division of functions, the larger the social spaces
over which this network extends and which become integrated into functional
or institutional units Ð the more threatened is the social existence of the indi-
vidual who gives way to spontaneous impulses and emotions, the greater is the
social advantage of those able to moderate their affects1, and the more strongly
is each individual from an early age to take account of the effects of his own or
other peopleÕs actions on a whole series of links in the social chain. The moder-
ation of spontaneous emotions, the tempering of affects, the extension of mental
space beyond the moment into past and future, the habit of connecting events in
terms of chains of cause and effect Ð all these are different aspects of the same
transformation of conduct which necessarily takes place as the result of the
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monopolization of physical violence, and the lengthening of the chains of social
action and interdependence. It is a ÒcivilizingÓ change in behaviour.Õ [1994: 448]

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

1.3.4 Psychologization and rationalization

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

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

1.3.5 Shame and embarrassment

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

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

1.3.6 The development of manners

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

1.3.7 Distinction: growth of the class system

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

1.4 DISCUSSION OF ELIAS’S CIVILIZING PROCESS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

1.5 POSTMODERNISM AND THE NEO-TRIBES: 

RETURN TO COMMUNITY?

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

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

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

MaffesoliÕs argument is that people living presently in ÔadvancedÕ consumer
societies are not the rational, isolated, self-disciplined individuals which
EliasÕs conclusion suggests would be typical of people today. Instead
Maffesoli contends that people are joined together by powerful emotional
bonds and are ÔconnectedÕ through a variety of diffuse and fleeting encoun-
ters, from those which bind together people who live in city neighbourhoods
and ghettos, to those swarms of consumers who populate city-centre high-
streets and shopping malls, to the temporary crowds which lie on crowded
beaches, or constitute the television audiences for mass media spectacles
such as ÔLive-AidÕ, the marriage of Charles and Diana, and DianaÕs funeral,
to the nebulous groups which populate USENET, mobile telephone
networks and the virtual communities of the Internet. In this view cities are
not spaces where individuals freed from the constraints of community can
make rational relationships, but are themselves communities which are
constructed out of a multiplicity of small enclaves and interdependencies,
where people are bound together by proximity and some form of Ôemotional
glueÕ (see note vi). This ÔglueÕ comprises some form of affectual sharing; for
example affection may be based upon cultural pursuits, sexual tastes, cloth-
ing, habits, religion, intellectual pursuits and politics, to name but a few.

Maffesoli suggests that the current transformation signals much more
than the reconnection of one individual to another. He argues that just as
individuals are becoming connected to one another, so the connection is not
just between people but is also experienced as a form of connection within
the person and in particular with respect to the body. During the modern
age, the body had been perceived to be separate and distinct from the mind
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which disciplined and ruled over it. Maffesoli suggests that the current age
is associated with a re-integration of body and mind. As a result, he claims
that the present concern in consumer societies for appearance and for adorn-
ing and working on the body is by no means superficial. He argues that as
the individual body is the foundation of the social body, so the frivolity of the
new consumer society and its fascination with bodily concerns, such as fash-
ion, design, eating and drinking and anything that expresses the cult of the
body, are fundamental to this reconstructed sense of community. He also
argues that what is predominant in present society, what ties people together,
is aesthetic experience, the ability to feel emotion together, to share the same
ambience.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

1.6 DISCUSSION OF POSTMODERNISM AND THE NEO-TRIBES

Is there evidence that the general direction of change in consumer societies
is towards the reaffirmation of community bonded by the spirit of Ôfellow-
feelingÕ, as Maffesoli suggests, or does the evidence suggest the contrary? In
this discussion we consider the results of some empirical research and some
theoretical contributions in order to seek answers to these questions.
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PREMODERN Open body
Communion (shared ritual meals) POSTMODERN?
Sharing

Society
Individual
Control
Closed body (armoured self)

MODERN Communication
Commodity exchange

Figure 1.1 A scheme for the movement from premodernity to modernity
and postmodernity



Secondly, if it does seem that a change is underway, then what changes in
society (sociogenetic factors) might help explain the change in the psycho-
genetic makeup of individuals?

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

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

The authors of the report found that contrary to their expectations, the
hypothesis which suggested a decreasing importance of social class in
predicting a personÕs leftÐright political orientation was not supported. A
summary of some of the key results is shown in Table 1.1. The data in the
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table summarize those differences in mean scores for the two studies in 1990
and 1980. For example this means that in the USA, the mean score for
economic individualism increased by 0.04 during the period, while that for
confidence in democratic institutions decreased by Ð1.21.

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

What bearing does the above have for the positions of Elias and Maffesoli?
It extends some comfort to each explanation. The findings may be inter-
preted in line with Maffesoli by drawing on the findings that faith in demo-
cratic institutions has decreased, but political interest and critique have
increased and action based on unconventional politics is increasing. While
the authors of the European values survey interpret this to mean a rise in
individualism, Maffesoli could quite legitimately claim that the rise in road
protests, marches and other such unconventional political activity requires
as a first instance a form of group formation and emotional bonding that
gives birth to the Ôneo-tribesÕ which organize such activities. The survey also
found strong support for environmental issues, with approval ratings of up
to 98 per cent. However, the authors comment that while the environment
may form the basis for much talk, the membership of environmental organi-
zations can be tiny. For example approval for ecology and nature protection
in Portugal was 98 per cent, but active participation was 1 per cent.
Membership in some other countries was equally small, but varied consid-
erably and constituted up to 10 per cent in the USA and 23 per cent in the
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Table 1.1 Development of economic and cultural individualism, confidence in
democratic and authoritative institutions, and tolerance towards
ethnic groups and deviant behaviour

Individualism Confidence Tolerance
Country Economic Cultural Democracy Authority Ethnic Deviance

USA 0.04 0.19 –1.21 –1.00 –0.06 –0.05
Canada 0.04 0.20 –0.21 –0.45 –0.3 –0.4
West Germany 0.15 0.02 –0.13 –0.48 0.14 0.01
France 0.23 –0.11 0.04 –0.35 –0.24 –0.20
Great Britain 0.04 0.10 –0.16 –0.65 0.05 –0.01
Spain 0.11 0.08 –0.40 –0.87 –0.08 –0.04

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



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

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

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

1.7 APPLICABILITY TO OTHER CULTURES

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



NOTES

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

ii Source: Ewen (1976: 34).
iii Source: Ewen (1976: 171). Quotation attributed to Christine Frederick.
iv This discussion is based largely on the 1994 English translation of The Civilizing

Process, translated by Edmund Jephcott.
v Elias is very careful to use the word ÔcivilizationÕ in a non-judgemental way. Each

society represents a patterning of social relations which presents opportunities for the
patterning of the psychological apparatus and of social conduct that are different
from all other societies.

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

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