
DEPARTMENT OF SOCIOLOGY 

BROOKLYN COLLEGE, CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK 

Fall 2013         Professor S. Zukin 

SOCIOLOGY 3203    Consumer Society and Culture 

Code    18150    Section TR2 

Class meets: Tuesday and Thursday, 2:15 to 3:30 p.m. 

Classroom: 3602 James 

Professor Zukin’s office:   3616 James Sociology Department office:   3612 James 

Email:   zukin@brooklyn.cuny.edu  Department phone:   718 951-5314 

Voice mail:   718 951-5000, ext. 3906 

Office hours:   Tues. and Thurs.  11:00a.m.-12:00 p.m., 3:30-4:00 p.m., and by 
appointment 

What is this course about? 

 Shopping, buying, spending, choosing, storing, and throwing out: our activities 
as consumers take up a large part of our lives and shape the way we think about 
ourselves and our expectations of society.  Even if we are not shopaholics—and 
indeed, most college students are not!—we participate in the routines and rituals of a 
consumer society, from deciding whether to buy an Iphone or a Moto X to eating fast 
food or eating local.  And do we also make the decision not to buy clothes produced 
at factories in Bangladesh or not to eat a burger until fast food workers are paid a 
living wage? 

This course will awaken you to critical social, cultural, and environmental issues 
connected with mass consumption: 

▪ the global commodity chain that connects producers (field workers, factory 
workers, marketers, retailers, and the media) and consumers 

▪ commodity fetishism: the hidden dimensions of consumer products (labor, 
environmental, social responsibility) 

mailto:zukin@brooklyn.cuny.edu
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▪ sources and spaces of aspirational consumption (retail stores and Starbucks) 

▪ alternative strategies of consuming for change: consuming less, slow, and local 

  

You will learn: 

• How modern consumer society develops and changes 

• How “taste communities” form on the basis of social class and cultural capital 

• How to analyze the visual messages of ads, brands, and lifestyles 

• How to evaluate consumers’ movements for change 

Required readings   

1. Bryant Simon, Everything but the Coffee (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 2009) 
2. Sharon Zukin, Point of Purchase: How Shopping Changed American 
Culture (New York:  Routledge, 2004) 

These two paperback books have been ordered at Shakespeare & Co. across the street 
from the campus and at the College Bookstore in Boylan Hall.  One copy of each has 
been requested for reserve at the College Library.  

Our short readings are posted on Blackboard (BB) or are available online through the 
URLs listed below, through the library’s electronic journals database, or through the 
New York Times website. 

Required work and grading  

➢ You must prepare for every class by reading the assignment.  Be ready to 
summarize the main points of the assignment.  Excellent participation in class 
discussions will raise your final grade by 1 or 2 points.  No participation in class 
discussions will lower your final grade by 1 or 2 points.  For each unexcused 
absence after two absences, the final grade will be lowered by one letter 
grade. 

➢ Short essay assignment        5% Tues Sept 3 
➢ Midterm exam       20% Thurs Oct 10 
➢ Short quiz          5% Thurs Oct 24 
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➢ Class presentation #1       20% Thurs 
Nov 7 

➢ Class presentation #2       20% Tues 
Dec 3 

➢ Final exam        30% Thurs Dec 19 

Rules of the class 

• Tolerance for all opinions as long as they are expressed politely and 
respectfully. 

• Cheating in any form will not be accepted.  Plagiarized work—work you copy 
from anyone else’s work and present as your own--will not get a passing grade.  
For full details of college policy, see http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/
core3/currah/acinteg.htm 

• All papers and other written assignments must be handed in in hard copies.  No 
email submissions unless prior approval is requested and given. 

• Every exam must be taken and every assignment is due when specified in the 
syllabus.  No make-up exams will be given.  No late papers or assignments will 
be accepted. 

• Accommodation of students with disabilities: please register with the Center 
for Student Disability Services, 138 Roosevelt Hall, extension 5538, and see 
Prof. Zukin in advance. 

For Brooklyn College schedule for course adds/drops/payments/withdrawals, see: 

http://www.brooklyn.cuny.edu/web/off_registrar/
FALL_2013_Calendar_General_Info.pdf 

SYLLABUS 

Thurs Aug 29 Introduce concepts, readings, and requirements.  How do our everyday 
experiences lead us to question consumption practices?  Why are “markets” 
universal social forms?  See assignment for next class, below. 

http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/core3/currah/acinteg.htm
http://www.brooklyn.cuny.edu/web/off_registrar/fall_2013_calendar_general_info.pdf
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THE FOOD SYSTEM 

***Assignment for next class:  Short essay on farmers’ markets.*** 

 Visit a local farmers’ market on Friday, Saturday, or Sunday.  (For locations and 
schedules of Greenmarkets, see http://www.grownyc.org/greenmarket/
ourmarkets.) 

Following the discussion of the Christmas Market, write three long paragraphs 
(total 2 pages, each paragraph should have 10-12 sentences) to describe the 
farmers’ market that you visit.  Organize your essay around the first sentence, 
which will be your thesis-statement.  This sentence sets out the main point you 
want to make about the farmers’ market.  In your paragraph, you may want to 
consider these questions:  How does the farmers’ market look?  What kind of 
social space is it?  Who is doing the selling?  What are the demographic 
characteristics of the shoppers?  What are the products?  What persuades 
shoppers to buy?  How is the farmers’ market promoted?  What social issues do 
your observations suggest?  Your first paragraph should give a “thick” 
description of what you see in the farmers’ market; Your second paragraph 
should analyze it as a social space where different kinds of individuals and 
groups, material objects and texts, interact. 

Tues Sept 3 Hand in hard copy of essay.  Class discussion:  The food system, 
corporate agriculture, locavore consumption, “healthy” food, social status and 
tastes. 

Thurs Sept 5 NO CLASS, COLLEGE CLOSED 

Tues Sept 10 Read:  Cook et al., “Follow the Thing: Papaya,” Antipode 36, 4 (2004): 
642-64 (on BB or access online).  Class discussion:  Global commodity chains.  
Who gains, who loses at each stage as the papaya moves from production to 
consumption? 

Thurs Sept 12 Read:  Amy Harmon, “A Race to Save the Orange by Altering its 
DNA,” New York Times, July 28, 2013, http://www.nytimes.com/2013/07/28/
science/a-race-to-save-the-orange-by-altering-its-dna.html?pagewanted=all.  
Class discussion:  Is genetically modified food socially necessary?  Why?  Whose 
interests does GM food serve? 

Tues Sept 17 Read:  Michael Moss, “The Extraordinary Science of Addictive Junk 
Food,” New York Times Magazine, February 24, 2013, http://
www.nytimes.com/2013/02/24/magazine/the-extraordinary-science-of-junk-
food.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0.  OR watch the entire interview with Michael 
Moss on Youtube:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MykUmLb3YcE.  Class 
discussion:  Who decides what we eat?  How are tastes socialized by corporate 
power? 

http://www.grownyc.org/greenmarket/ourmarkets
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/07/28/science/a-race-to-save-the-orange-by-altering-its-dna.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/24/magazine/the-extraordinary-science-of-junk-food.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mykumlb3yce
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Thurs Sept 19 Read:  Johnston, Rodney, and Szabo, “Place, Ethics, and Everyday 
Eating: A Tale of Two Neighbourhoods,” Sociology 46 (2012):1091-1108 (also on 
BB).  Class discussion:  What is the main research question in this article?  What 
research methods were used?  What did the researchers find?  Using this article 
as a model, can you design a research project on food consumers? 

Tues Sept 24 Read:  Johnston and Baumann, “Democracy versus Distinction: A Study of 

Omnivorousness in Gourmet Food Writing,” American Journal of Sociology 113 (2007): 
165-204 (also on BB).  Who are foodies?  What are their two main cultural 
values?  How are their tastes for good food connected with social status?  How 
do specialized media create different kinds of tastes? 

Thurs Sept 26 In July and August of this year, fast food workers in several cities 
across the U.S. called a labor strike to demand a “living wage” and the right to 
join labor unions.  Find one or two articles about the strike online, and make 
notes about the main issues.  What is the current status of the strike?  Class 
discussion:  How do the wages of fast food workers affect consumers?  How do 
fast food workers factor into the economy? 

Tues Oct 1 Read Simon, Everything But the Coffee, chapters 1-3.  What is the 
Starbucks narrative?  How does the corporate owner shape our perceptions of 
Starbucks coffee? 

Thurs Oct 3 Read Everything But the Coffee, chapters 4-5.  Why do consumers desire 
Frappucinos?  How is consumer desire “socially produced?” 

Tues Oct 8 Read Everything But the Coffee, chapters 6-7.  Is Starbucks a “green” 
company?  Is this “green” enough?  How does Starbucks fit into the global 
commodity chain of coffee?  QUESTIONS FOR THE MIDTERM EXAM WILL BE 
GIVEN IN CLASS TODAY. 

Thurs Oct 10 ***MIDTERM EXAM DUE IN CLASS TODAY.  The exam will consist of two 
essay questions on all readings and class discussions to date.*** 

Tues Oct 15 NO CLASS, MONDAY SCHEDULE.  Start reading Marx for next class. 

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF DESIRE: COMMODITIES, MARKETING, BRANDING, 
EMOTIONS 

Thurs Oct 17 Read Marx, “Commodity Fetishism” (on BB).  In class: The Story of Stuff 
(also online   http://www.storyofstuff.org/movies-all/story-of-stuff/).  Class 
discussion:  What is Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism?  How does the video 
relate to the theory? 

Tues Oct 22 Read Baudrillard, “Ideological Genesis of Needs” (on BB).  Class 
discussion:  Which parts of Marx’s theory does Baudrillard accept?  How does he 

http://www.storyofstuff.org/movies-all/story-of-stuff/
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go beyond Marx?  Does Baudrillard’s theory apply to any commodities that you 
know? 

Thurs Oct 24 Short quiz on Marx and Baudrillard.  Read Gladwell, “Cool hunt” (on BB).  
Class discussion:  Apply Marx and Baudrillard to this form of market research. 

Tues Oct 29 Read Banet-Weiser, “Free Self-Esteem Tools” (on BB).  Class discussion:  
How is gender used to construct consumers’ needs?  How do consumers “work” 
to sell products? 

Thurs Oct 31 Read Naomi Klein’s essay on branding President Obama: http://
www.theguardian.com/books/2010/jan/16/naomi-klein-branding-obama-
america and this news article on branding ethnic identity: 

http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/ethical-exploit-cultural-brands-
masai.  Class discussion:  How does branding connect with consumers’ needs?  
How do consumers internalize branding?  Can ethnic identity be branded?  Who 
does it? 

Tues Nov 5 Read B. Joseph Pine II and James H. Gilmore, “Welcome to the 
Experience Economy,” Harvard Business Review, July-August 1998.  http://
rushkolnik.ru/tw_files/4995/d-4994348/7z-docs/4.pdf.  Class discussion:  Do 
we really live in an “experience economy?”  Does everyone participate equally 
in this kind of consumer culture?  Is this a desirable way to consume?  Explain 
presentations for next class.  VOTE IN NEW YORK CITY ELECTIONS! 

Thurs Nov 7 ***Class Presentation #1:  How do advertisements and websites 
construct desire?  Choose one advertisement or website, either in print or 
online.  Watch it carefully.  Analyze how it constructs desire, using visual 
images, language, narratives, socialization, and emotions.  Everyone will 
have 15 minutes to present their advertisement and analysis in class.  Your 
presentation will be graded on your ability to use three concepts from the 
readings and class discussions in your analysis.*** 

SHOPPING AS ASPIRATION 

Tues Nov 12 Read Zukin, Point of Purchase, Prologue and chapter 1.  Class discussion:  
How is shopping a social institution?  How is it part of modern culture?  A taste 
for luxury?  Status consumption theories of Thorstein Veblen and Pierre 
Bourdieu. 

Thurs Nov 14 Read Point of Purchase, chapter 2.  How do men shop?  How do women 
shop?  How do people shop at different stages of the life cycle? 

Tues Nov 19 Read Zukin, Point of Purchase, chapters 4 and 6.  Class discussion:  What 
do the shopping experiences of Cindy and Artemio tell us about consumer 
society?  Introduce assignment for Class Presentation #2. 

http://www.theguardian.com/books/2010/jan/16/naomi-klein-branding-obama-america
http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/ethical-exploit-cultural-brands-masai
http://rushkolnik.ru/tw_files/4995/d-4994348/7z-docs/4.pdf
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Thurs Nov 21 Read Zukin, Point of Purchase, chapter 3.  What is the narrative of Wal-
Mart?  How does it gain the loyalty of consumers? 

Tues Nov 26 Read Zukin, Point of Purchase, chapter 8.  How does a branded store like 
the Apple Store enchant consumers? 

Thurs Nov 28 NO CLASS, HAPPY THANKSGIVING! 

Tues Dec 3 ***Class Presentation #2:  A Shopping Story (based on a small research 
project that you have done, using one qualitative research method of your 
choice used in Point of Purchase).***  You will have 15 minutes to make 
your presentation.  The presentation will be graded on your use of social 
theories and concepts from the readings and class discussions, including 
material on advertising, marketing, and branding.  Think carefully about 
which 2 or 3 ideas are most relevant to explain your empirical data. 

CONSUMER EMPOWERMENT AND CORPORATE RESPONSIBILITY 

Thurs Dec 5 Read the New York Times articles that report on conditions in factories 
in China that produce Apple products and on work conditions in Apple stores.  
What are the issues?  Who is responsible?  Who has the power to change 
conditions?  You may also want to look at the video on electronics on The Story 
of Stuff website. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/22/business/apple-america-and-a-squeezed-
middle-class.html 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/26/business/ieconomy-apples-ipad-and-the-
human-costs-for-workers-in-china.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/29/business/apples-tax-strategy-aims-at-low-tax-
states-and-nations.html?pagewanted=all 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/24/business/apple-store-workers-loyal-but-short-
on-pay.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/27/business/signs-of-changes-taking-hold-in-
electronics-factories-in-china.html?pagewanted=all 

Tues Dec 10 Read this news article about one consumer’s effort to fight waste: 

http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/wardrobe-waste-throw-away-
fashion 

Search online for one organization that empowers consumers to change waste 
conditions in one consumer industry, for example: http://
www.theuniformproject.com/ 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/22/business/apple-america-and-a-squeezed-middle-class.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/26/business/ieconomy-apples-ipad-and-the-human-costs-for-workers-in-china.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/29/business/apples-tax-strategy-aims-at-low-tax-states-and-nations.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/24/business/apple-store-workers-loyal-but-short-on-pay.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/27/business/signs-of-changes-taking-hold-in-electronics-factories-in-china.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/wardrobe-waste-throw-away-fashion
http://www.theuniformproject.com/
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Come to class prepared to tell us about it: Where did it begin?  Who joins it?  What do 
they do?  What are their effects? 

Thurs Dec 12 LAST DAY OF CLASS.  Review concepts and theories. 

THURS DEC 19, 1-3 P.M.  ***FINAL EXAMINATION in our classroom.  It will be 
cumulative.  You will write short answers to define concepts and theories 
that we have covered in our course.***


