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Welcome to the 
third installment of 
Consumed. This is 
an exciting issue 
for us because it is 

the first to feature the work of our new talented staff of writers. 
Cortney Anderson, a sociology major in her final year at 
Pomona College has written a wonderfully thoughtful reflection 
on studying consumption and living mindfully. This column is the 
first in what will be a regular “Undergraduate Beat,” designed 
to give you, our readers, an opportunity to hear about our field 
from the student perspective. Cortney is a dedicated writer 
and teacher who has worked for the last two years as a 
coordinator for the Weekly Writing Workshop, a program where 
college-age mentors help local 4th-9th grade students develop 
creative and technical writing skills. I hope you will enjoy her first 
column as much as I did. 
 
Covering the burgeoning career of section member Cassi 
Pittman, Sarah Cappeliez, Ph.D. candidate in the sociology at 
the University of Toronto, provides a nuanced and engaging 
look into Cassi’s background, her sociological passions, and her 
exciting research that examines shopping experiences of 
members of the black middle class. Sarah herself is a sociologist 
focused on the cultural, identity and consumption elements of 
food and wine from a comparative perspective. She is 
currently working on her dissertation, which pursues questions of 
value and cultural diffusion in the case of how terroir is used in 
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the wine sector in France and Canada. You can 
learn more about her research on her website. 
Yaniv Ron-El, a Ph.D. candidate in sociology at 
the University of Chicago, has curated for us a 
fascinating discussion between sociologists 
Daniel Silver and Erin McDonnell. Yaniv brings 
Silver and McDonnell together in a high-level 
discussion of Silver’s research with Terry Clark into 
“scenes,” and McDonnell’s recent paper on the 
Weberian concept of “budgetary units” 
published in AJS. What results is a truly thought-
provoking series of observations on collective 
forms of consumption, with Yaniv’s keen interest 
in theory shining through in this smartly 
orchestrated discussion. Yaniv is also interested in 
the sociology of law and historical economic 
sociology, and focuses his research on 
consumption in the US at the turn of the 
twentieth century. 
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I am glad to see during my first months as the consumption section chair 
that we are both a growing group and a very responsive community. 

We grew our membership to 314 after the mini-conference and annual 
meetings in San Francisco, thanks to generous financial contributions from 
our members to subsidize student membership, and to a genuine 

outpouring of interest from new members. More than 100 members signed up immediately to 
inaugurate our new interactive email list, CONSUMERS_DISCUSSION@LISTSERV.ASANET.ORG. 
According to ASA, that is a phenomenal response. I am sure that everyone’s ability to post 
announcements, ask questions and hold conversations throughout the section will benefit us all. 

I am also glad to note that we are a young section in two senses: we are the newest, and therefore 
youngest, section of ASA, and half of our members are graduate students. This proportion is not 
common in ASA sections. But, it gives me hope that not only our membership, but our field of study 
will continue to grow. 

Despite our enthusiasm, the sociology of consumption is not widely recognized as a part of the 
“core” of the discipline. This is a curious gap that we must overcome, especially when two of the 
fastest growing ASA sections focus on economy and culture, our closely allied substantive fields. 

Legitimizing and institutionalizing a new field takes time, of course. But we also confront a deep 
disrespect of consumption as both a social practice and a field of study. Is it because consumption is 
often taken to mean “shopping,” which is regarded, even by sociologists, as a frivolous and often 
gendered activity? I speak from my own subjective experience, as the author of a critical history of 
shopping in the US and the coordinator of a transnational research project on local shopping streets. 
Often I have heard other sociologists jump to the conclusion, “If it’s about shopping, it’s not serious 
sociology.” 

Go Forth and Teach! 
Sharon Zukin,  
Brooklyn College and CUNY Graduate Center 
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This issue of the newsletter has also benefitted 
immensely the editorial assistance of Meredith 
Carey, a graduate student in sociology at Sam 
Houston State University, and as always, is 
beautifully laid out for you by the talented 
Martha Coe. 
 
Finally, we are thrilled to announce the launch of 
a Digital Pedagogical Archive on our section 
website. This archive, spurred by the desire to 
share of our chair, Sharon Zukin (see her letter, 
which follows this one), will be a valuable 
pedagogical resource for anyone teaching a 
course on consumption. It features syllabi, 
assignments, and digital media resources. While 
the archive is small and young right now, with 
your help, it will grow into a crowd-sourced 
powerhouse of information and teaching tools.  

Please send submissions to nickilcole@gmail.com 

mailto:CONSUMERS_DISCUSSION@LISTSERV.ASANET.ORG
mailto:nickilcole@gmail.com
https://sarahcappeliez.wordpress.com/
https://asaconsumers.wordpress.com/teaching/
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I start the first class of my graduate course on consumer culture and society by stating that 
consumption, along with work and politics, is one of the three primary public spheres of modernity. 
This provocative assertion places consumption on the conceptual map where it belongs. It opens the 
door to studying state policies that shape consumption, to examining state-subsidized and personal 
consumption as a major strategy of social regulation and integration, and to understanding that all 
kinds of inequalities are both created and reproduced by consumption patterns. Talking about these 
issues uses structural and institutional frameworks that are basic to the sociologists’ toolkit, along with 
more specialized concepts like tastes, intermediaries, and distinction. 

The best way to grow the sociology of consumption is to teach it. The fact that we have so many 
student members gives me hope that, individually and together, we will soon put many more courses 
on the sociology of consumption on the books. This is a field of study that both undergraduates and 
graduate students find absorbing. Courses on consumption connect to analyses of environmental 
sustainability and, like all sociology, ground a reflexive view of everyday life. 

As we often say in class, these points need concrete examples. So I am posting on our section 
website, in our just launched Digital Pedagogical Archive, my most recent graduate and 
undergraduate syllabi for Consumer Society and Culture. These syllabi include required readings and 
assignments, and although you may disagree with the way I have organized the course, please 
consider it a permanent work in progress. 

There are many ways to teach a course on consumer society and culture, and I have asked Fred 
Wherry, our chair-elect, and Nicki Lisa Cole, our newsletter editor, to share their syllabi on the website, 
too. I hope this will encourage all of you who now teach courses on consumption to send your syllabi 
to Nicki at nickilcole@gmail.com, so that we can build an ever-growing digital pedagogical archive. 

Most important, develop your own course. For sociologists who are working outside of academic 
institutions, please bring your real world experience to part-time teaching, or giving a guest lecture, in 
a sociology department. 

In other words, go forth and teach! 

ANNUAL ASA AWARDS 
From now until January 31, 2015, ASA is accepting nominations for its nine major awards, presented in 
August at the annual meeting. 

ASA members are encouraged to submit nominations for the following awards. The deadline for 
nominations is provided with each award criteria. Award selection committees, appointed by ASA 
Council, are constituted to review nominations. Currently, the ASA presents the following awards: 

• Distinguished Book ASA Major Award 
• Dissertation ASA Major Award 
• Excellence in the Reporting of Social Issues ASA Major Award 
• Jessie Bernard ASA Major Award 
• Cox-Johnson-Frazier ASA Major Award 
• Award for the Public Understanding of Sociology ASA Major Award 
• Distinguished Career ASA Major Award for the Practice of Sociology 
• Distinguished Contributions to Teaching ASA Major Award 
• W.E.B. DuBois Career of Distinguished Scholarship Award 

 
Any questions or concerns should be sent to Governance at governance@asanet.org. We hope you 
will help us find those special sociologists who deserve this kind of recognition. Spread the word! 

mailto:nickilcole@gmail.com
mailto:governance@asanet.org
https://asaconsumers.wordpress.com/teaching/
http://www.asanet.org/about/awards/book.cfm
http://www.asanet.org/about/awards/dissertation.cfm
http://www.asanet.org/about/awards/reporting.cfm
http://www.asanet.org/about/awards/bernard.cfm
http://www.asanet.org/about/awards/CJF.cfm
http://www.asanet.org/about/awards/public.cfm
http://www.asanet.org/about/awards/careerpractice.cfm
http://www.asanet.org/about/awards/teaching.cfm
http://www.asanet.org/about/awards/duboiscareer.cfm
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ASA Annual Meeting 2015 
The call for papers for ASA 2015 in Chicago is now online! The meeting will take place from August 
22-25 at the Hilton Chicago and the Hilton Palmer House. The system opens for submissions on 
December 5, and closes at 3:00 PM EST on January 7, 2015. Click here to visit the online conference 
portal. 
 
Stay tuned for the call for papers for our Consumers and Consumption regular session, organized by 
Faye L. Wachs, Cal-Poly Pomona, flwachs@csupomona.edu.  

1

Section Sessions 

Section Session 1. New Research on Consumers 
and Consumption 
Organizer: Michaela DeSoucey, North Carolina 
State University, mdesoucey@ncsu.edu 
This panel will be ‘open topic’ and welcomes 
submissions on a broad range of issues and 
methodological perspectives that make up the 
field of consumers and consumption. Potential 
topics may include ethical issues regarding 
consumption practices; theories of consumer 
culture; the construction of marketing and 
advertising; and consumer networks. 
 
Section Session 2. Roundtables 
Organizer: Richard Ocejo, John Jay College, 
CUNY, rocejo@jjay.cuny.edu 
Roundtables are a good place to brainstorm 
new ideas about consumers and consumption in 
an informal setting. 
 
Section Session 3. Luxury, Class, and 
Consumption 
Organizer: Ashley Mears, Boston University, 
mears@bu.edu 
Luxury consumption is both a driver of economic 
growth and a mechanism of differentiation 
among emergent social groups. With the growth 
of global economic inequalities and protests 
against them, luxury is an increasingly visible yet 
contested terrain of social practice. This session 
explores the dynamics of contemporary luxury 
markets, how they reshape culture, and the ways 
they intersect with gender, race, and nationality. 
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Co-sponsored Session with Body and 
Embodiment 
Consumption and Embodiment: Intersections 
and Identities 
Organizers: Dana Berkowitz, Louisiana State 
University, dberk@lsu.edu and Kjerstin Gruys, 
University of California, Los Angeles, 
kjerstin@ucla.edu 
This session will explore how consumption 
practices oriented towards the body are used to 
strategically cultivate and communicate 
selfhood(s). Specifically, how people strategically 
consume products or services with the intent to 
cultivate and/or enhance physical appearance 
within different social markets, across various 
intersecting identities, and throughout the life 
course. 
 
Co-sponsored Session with Sociology of Culture 
Art, Money, and Meaning 
Organizer: Fiona Greenland, 
fargreenland@gmail.com 
This panel will bring together different 
perspectives on the art market, understood here 
as a dynamic sphere of cultural and economic 
activity in which artists, buyers, institutional 
gatekeepers, and the artworks themselves 
circulate through channels of meaning-making. 
We will also look at non-canonical works (“folk 
art”) and finished works that never make it to 
market, both of which test the limits of standard 
approaches to meaning and market. 

mailto:flwachs@csupomona.edu
mailto:mdesoucey@ncsu.edu
mailto:rocejo@jjay.cuny.edu
mailto:mears@bu.edu
mailto:dberk@lsu.edu
mailto:kjerstin@ucla.edu
mailto:fargreenland@gmail.com
http://www.asanet.org/meetings/callforpapers.cfm
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The Undergraduate Beat: Reflections on Studying Consumption and Living 
Mindfully 

Cortney Anderson, Pomona College 

For me, the transition to college was a difficult one. Aside from being far 
away from home, I also gained immense amounts of knowledge that 
drastically changed my ethics, my practices, and my worldview. This was 
simultaneously refreshing and unsettling. After taking introductory courses 
and electives in sociology, including a Sociology of Consumption course, I 
started to see myself as not just an individual, but a participant socialized in a 
consumer culture. I began to learn how consumer ideologies and 
consumption habits affect the world. I was ashamed to learn that by both 

shopping at and working for Forever 21, I was implicated in the abuse and degradation of sweatshop 
workers less than an hour away from where I now attend school. I was surprised to learn that my 
family’s ritualistic trips to Starbucks supported a transnational corporation that actively oppresses its 
coffee farmers and wastes innumerable amounts of natural resources every year—all in the name of 
profit. I was angered to learn that my trusted source for always-low-price school supplies, dorm 
decorations and food is owned by a family who have more wealth than approximately 42 percent of 
American families combined. I became overwhelmed. How could I possibly keep all these things in 
mind at once? 

As now-independent adults who barely get by, I find that I, and many of my friends on campus find it 
hard to be “ethical consumers” in a capitalist system. With everything we manage in our daily 
routines, it can be difficult to take time to be considerate of our effects on an unjust system that 
thrives on one-dimensional thinking. This thinking is characterized as an inability or unwillingness to 
critically question the inner workings of social institutions, especially corporations. We students are just 
trying to “make it” in the real world. We are purposely fed stuff faster than we can process the 
implications of our consumption. In interest of the greater good, we must recognize that in some 
cases, by buying into false needs and by remaining loyal consumers is to consent and support the 
abuses that occur to benefit a select few. 

Sure, there exist well-meaning corporations who aim to change the status quo, but without the 
proper analytic tools, it is hard to tell the honest from the green-washed. It takes a certain level of 
consciousness and purposeful commitment to consistently see outside of ourselves in an incredibly 
individualizing society. Ethical consumption is indeed a privilege that not many have. Some have not 
the opportunities to see how corporations operate under the guise of universalness; prior to college, I 
sure didn’t have the tools, capacity or time to pursue questions like where my food and clothes 
came from, or to consider that for every privilege I have there are so many without. I am thankful that 
the college setting allowed me to discover that everyday behaviors can be transformed into small 
gestures towards change, hopefully urging others to follow suit. 

Perhaps, to remove large words and philosophies from the equation, we can instead conceptualize 
ethical consumption as mindfulness and social awareness. This means to be mindful and aware of 
what we eat, where we shop, our daily activities, to separate wants from true needs. To be mindful 
members of society means to be cautious of how our activities affect others who we may be 
physically and socially distant from. 

It is not as easy as it sounds and I am not at all a professional at ethical consumption. It is hard to take 
on this individualized responsibility of being mindful of everyday consumption habits, especially as a 
student who is strapped for cash. But one important thing to keep in mind is that money, while it may 
be at the center of a lot of issues, need not be the solution to a lot of issues, which is contrary to the 
one that green-washed corporations have tried to sell us. Instead, two things that have helped me 
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become more conscious are being around 
people that challenge my thinking, and 
reconnecting with the outdoors. 

Being on a campus with student groups 
committed to sustainability issues has helped 
alleviate some of the personal pressures I have 
felt. These student groups encourage us to 
prioritize the conservation of water, electricity, 
and food. I will not deny that it is a privilege to 
be in an environment with both like-minded 
people and people who challenge my thinking, 
but I imagine that building communities around 
consumption issues is easier than we think, 
especially with the pervasiveness of technology. 
For example, in light of the current drought in 
California that has left so many communities 
without water to bathe or cook with, students on 
this campus remind each other to conserve 
through posters, print media, social events, and 
Facebook advertising. Without the constant 
discourse around campus, I may not have 
gotten into the habit of turning off water while 
brushing my teeth or washing my hair, or being 
adamant about finishing water and food that I 
take, or trying to avoid clothing stores that I 
know to exploit their workers. I then take this 
knowledge and share it with others. These 
individualized efforts become community-wide 
gestures and demonstrate how the little things 
can ripple out to make a difference. 

Periodically getting away from the very 
environment in which we have been 
conditioned can also be incredibly eye-
opening. Recently, on a backpacking trip 
through Sequoia National Forest, I was able to 
reconnect with nature for a while and see parts 
of the world less tainted by human activity. By 
hiking all our necessary gear by foot for a three-
day weekend, we only took what we needed. 
Along the way, our group reminded one 
another, over and over, to “leave no trace,” 
which meant we packed out all our trash and 
toiletries, ate only as much as we could carry, 
left no food scraps so as not to affect the natural 
habitat, and of course, went without showers for two nights. These small changes in my daily 
behaviors forced me to question the necessity of my usual consumption habits. 

Mindfulness in the context of consumption need not be a private, individualized thing. In fact, it works 
best if it is not. It is true that every individual can make a difference, but I believe it takes many 
collectives to make real change. While mindful consumption can be hard in a college setting, it is 
also the perfect place to learn and practice. 

 

Section Awards: Call for Nominations 

The Deadline for Submissions for Both Awards is March 
1, 2015. 
 
Distinguished Scholarly Publication Award 
Our Distinguished Publication Award goes to the 
author(s) of the best published article or book 
chapter that makes a significant, original contribution 
to the understanding of ideas about, and practices 
of, consumption. Section members may nominate 
articles and original chapters of edited collections 
published in 2013 and 2014. Self-nominations are 
welcome. Authors must be members of the 
Consumers and Consumption Section at the time of 
nomination. Please send a nominating letter, 
including a description of the article or book chapter 
and its significance, along with an electronic copy of 
the publication to committee chair John Lang at 
lang@oxy.edu. Nominations that are not 
accompanied by a nomination letter will not be 
considered. 

Student Paper Award 
The Student Paper Award goes to the graduate 
student whose paper makes the best original 
contribution to the understanding of ideas about, and 
practices of, consumption. The sociology of 
consumption, broadly defined, includes subjects 
dealing with theoretical and/or empirical questions 
related to consumers, commodities, and/or consumer 
markets, and engages with a larger body of research 
on these topics. As long as the central focus is 
consumption, the paper may be influenced by other 
disciplines and subfields. The competition is open to 
both published and unpublished article-length papers 
(roughly 25 pages in length without tables or 
references) written by a graduate student in 2012 or 
2013. The committee will accept sole-authored and 
multiple-authored papers as long as the applicant is 
the lead or senior author. No student-faculty 
collaborations can be accepted. The Committee will 
select the paper that demonstrates the most 
thoughtful, competent or innovative analysis of a 
theoretical or empirical issue bearing upon some 
aspect of the sociology of consumption. Please send 
all papers electronically to Patricia Arend at 
parend@fitchburgstate.edu 

mailto:lang@oxy.edu
mailto:parend@fitchburgstate.edu


Volume 2: Issue 1 7 

1

Chatting with Cassi Pittman, a recent hire at Case Western Reserve 
University in Cleveland, Ohio, it seems clear she was destined for a 
career in research. In high school, she thought she would pursue 
science, but a class in college on race and ethnic relations changed 
that. “I had a clear vision early on that this is what I wanted to do,” said 
Cassi, as she described moving from a double major in urban studies 
and sociology at Penn to a Ph.D. in sociology and social policy at 
Harvard. While in graduate school, Cassi’s father, an attorney, revealed 
that he had been a sociology major at Columbia before deciding to 
study law. As she wistfully remarks, the seed of her sociological 
imagination was sown and cultivated at an early age. 

In retrospect, and the more I talk to her, it makes sense that Cassi was 
enticed by a career researching the social. Her interest in racial 
inequality emerges as deeply connected to how she straddled 
different social worlds throughout her life. Her family background 
combines an urban, college educated history on her father’s side, with a southern, rural one on her 
mother’s side. Cassi’s educational trajectory as a young black woman saw her move from an urban, 
all black elementary school to a mainly white, elite private school. She was perceived as well-to-do in 
the former, and the opposite in the latter. These life experiences made clear to her that a person’s 
social background can be more influential than their individual abilities or capacities in determining 
their opportunities and outcomes in life. This constant contact with being “in-between extremes” 
drove Cassi to research and think about disparities and social status, and how these play into 
everyday life in the US. As she says, they made her realize the mythic nature of the American Dream. 

Cassi’s research questions the American Dream through an examination of race and consumer 
culture. The research she recently presented at the 2014 annual meeting of the ASA described their 
varied and unequal shopping experiences of middle-class black people. (Her article on this research, 
“Shopping While Black: Middle and Working Class Blacks’ Cultural Responses to Racial Discrimination 
in Retail Establishments,” is under review.) Cassi is also working on a book titled Black Privilege: Black 
Consumers Managing Race and Racial Stigma, in which she explores ideas of consumption, race, 
and inequality in broader ways. Using consumption as a lens, she examines how members of the 
black middle-class navigate different social contexts, and are able to “go from an all-white Wall 
Street firm to an all-black Baptist church.” 

Cassi is also diving into new projects. She collected data this summer in New York City for research 
into how neighborhood choices reflect underlying racialized cultural preferences. As she explains it, 
certain cultural amenities, like the barbershop, can be the theater of racialized modes of 
consumption. Another upcoming project will see Cassi go back to her roots to study financial and 
mortgage markets. She will investigate the mortgage market crisis in the US, and how some borrowers 
were and are characterized in the media as the crisis plays out. Through this study, she hopes to 
uncover the underlying processes that lead black consumers to obtain inferior products—in this case, 
mortgages. Cassi explains that it is this type of racism—one that is more complicated and nuanced—
that piques her curiosity. 

Cassi’s work is all about bridging the fields of consumption and race within sociology, and she hopes 
that by doing so she can help reduce inequality and racism. “Consumption is part of our daily lives, 
routines…we live in a consumer society,” said Cassi as she argued for the importance of 
understanding financial behavior and consumer culture from a race and ethnic relations 

Cassi Pittman: Troubling the Waters of the American Dream 
Sarah Cappeliez, University of Toronto 

http://www.case.edu/artsci/soci/Pittman.html
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perspective. At the same time, Cassi is emphatic when she remarks that “economic sociology needs 
to get it together in terms of really investigating how race structures market interactions.” It is for this 
reason that Cassi wants to draw attention to an understudied group, the black middle-class, which 
continues to face racial barriers despite having done things “by the book”, as she puts it. 

At the end of our chat, I asked Cassi if she has any advice for up-and-coming scholars. “We have to 
think about our horizontal ties and not just our vertical ties,” she offers, as she describes building the 
networks that helped shape and sustain her own career path in academia. She continued, “As you 
reach forward, you’re always reaching back and helping out the next person.” It is this very brand of 
“intellectual camaraderie” and vibrancy that Cassi finds so unique in the Consumers and 
Consumption Section. As she notes, our burgeoning section offers a space to share work and get a 
sense of its ability to resonate within the discipline—something that is relatively rare and special. 

Cassi returned in September to the town where she grew up in Cleveland, Ohio, to begin her career 
in the Department of Sociology at Case Western Reserve University. “It’s really like I’m back home,” 
she says as she happily describes bumping into family members around town. In a sense, Cassi has 
come full circle, as she enthusiastically embarks on her blossoming and exciting academic career. 

1

Jennifer Smith Maguire, with Julian Matthews, is editor 
of a new book titled The Cultural Intermediaries 
Reader. Cultural intermediaries are the tastemakers 
defining what counts as good taste and cool culture 
in today's marketplace. Working at the intersection of 
culture and economy, they perform critical 
operations in the production and promotion of 
consumption, constructing legitimacy and adding 
value through the qualification of goods. Too often, 
these are processes that remain invisible to the 
consumer's eye and in scholarly debates about 
creative industries. This book offers theoretical 
approaches ranging from Bourdieu and Callon to the 
new economic sociology, and ethnographic 
materials on such fields as advertising, branding, 
public relations, the arts, fashion, popular music, 
lifestyle media, fitness, clothing, and food and drink. 

Ashley Mears published an opinion piece titled “Who 
Runs the Girls?” in The New York Times. In it, she details 
her experience doing research on fashion models 
who play essential roles at VIP clubs and social events.  

Diane Nithitham co-edited a newly published volume 
titled Heritage, Diaspora and the Consumption of 
Culture: Movements in Irish Landscapes. The book 
focuses on visual, material and symbolic culture of 
Irish migration relationships from the medieval period 
through to the contemporary post-Celtic Tiger. The 
book also brings together a number of disciplines, and 
would appeal to those who work in sociology, politics, 
cultural studies, history and archaeology, with interests 
in migration, gender studies, diasporic identities, 
heritage and material culture. 

Member Publications, Accomplishments, and Awards 

2

Richard E. Ocejo published a new book titled 
Upscaling Downtown: From Bowery Saloons to 
Cocktail Bars in New York City. The book examines the 
perspectives and actions of disparate social groups 
who have been affected by or played a role in the 
nightlife of the Lower East Side, East Village, and 
Bowery. Using the social world of bars as windows into 
understanding urban development, Richard argues 
that the gentrifying neighborhoods of postindustrial 
cities are increasingly influenced by upscale 
commercial projects, causing significant conflicts for 
the people involved. By focusing on commercial 
newcomers and the residents who protest local 
changes, he illustrates the contested and dynamic 
process of neighborhood growth. 

Stefan Schwarzkopf published a chapter titled “The 
politics of enjoyment: competing television audience 
measurement systems in Britain, 1950-1980” in Jérôme 
Bourdon and Cécile Méadel’s collection of essays, 
Television Audiences Across the World: 
Deconstructing the Ratings Machine. He also 
published five case studies in the new digital volume 
titled American Consumer Culture, including “Ernest 
Dichter and Motivation Research,” “The Psychology 
of Consumption,” “Automobility as Consumption,” 
“Chocolates and Confectionary,” and “Cigarettes 
and other Tobacco Products.” 

http://www.case.edu/artsci/soci/
http://www.uk.sagepub.com/books/Book236720?siteId=sage-uk&prodTypes=any&q=cultural+intermediaries&fs=1
http://www.uk.sagepub.com/books/Book236720?siteId=sage-uk&prodTypes=any&q=cultural+intermediaries&fs=1
http://press.princeton.edu/titles/10396.html
http://press.princeton.edu/titles/10396.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/21/opinion/sunday/who-runs-the-girls.html?ref=opinion&_r=3
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/21/opinion/sunday/who-runs-the-girls.html?ref=opinion&_r=3
http://www.ashgate.com/isbn/9781472425096
http://www.palgrave.com/page/detail/television-audiences-across-the-world-j%E9r%F4me-bourdon/?K=9781137345097
http://www.consumerculture.amdigital.co.uk/
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The rising sociological interest in consumption is evident when sociologists, 
even when their main research focus resides elsewhere, feel they are 
confronted with consumption-related issues and need to conceptualize 
them. We brought two such fruitful and impressively thoughtful scholars into 
a conversation, to see what members of our section can learn from their 
recently-formulated innovative and fascinating ideas: “Budgetary Units” 
(Erin McDonnell after Weber), and “Scenes” (Daniel Silver with Terry Clark et 
al.). 

McDonnell is Kellogg Assistant Professor of Sociology at the University of 
Notre Dame. She is a theorist engaged with organizational, political, cultural, and economic 
Sociology, and studies how social organization affects economic outcomes, from consumer groups 
to administrative capacity in African states. Recently, she published “Budgetary Units: A Weberian 
Approach to Consumption” in the American Journal of Sociology. 

Silver is Associate Professor of Sociology at the University of Toronto. His research ranges from social 
theory to cultural and urban sociology, concentrating on the cultural life of cities and its associations 
with economic growth, residential patterns, and political attitudes. His articles have been published 
in a variety of journals, including Social Forces, Sociological Theory, and Theory, Culture and Society. 
His book (with Terry Nichols Clark), Scenes, will be published in 2015 by the University of Chicago 
Press. 

Yaniv: Can you summarize a short version of your ideas for the readers of the newsletter? 

Dan: Scenes emerged historically from a project back in 2005-2006, the Cultural Amenities Project, 
whose main goal was to understand how collections of cultural amenities like theaters, operas, art 
galleries, etc. could be important factors in the development and growth of a city. Terry (Clark, 
Sociology Professor at the University of Chicago), who has been a main collaborator on this project, 
and I thought that treating those amenities in a kind of atomistic way made less sense, because in 
any given place you have a collection or a constellation of things which add up. There is a kind of 
atmosphere or aesthetics of a place, a culture of a place, and so "scene" became the word and the 
concept we used to capture that. Another way to explain it, conceptually, is through the idea of a 
kind of active consumption. We can think about the meaningful circumstances around the activity 
of consumption. When you are drinking a beer, you’re not just drinking a beer. You are drinking a 
beer in a place within a certain scene. There are certain things on the wall, certain sounds around, 
certain music, a certain way that people around you are holding themselves, and that itself is 
surrounded by activities on the street, by other buildings, the architecture 
and an entire ambiance. And so scene, in a way, is an attempt to capture 
the qualities that define those circumstances and give that single act of 
drinking a beer a meaning that is the beer but also more than the beer. 

Erin: To explain the idea of budgetary units, I can also start historically. My 
enduring interest in African migrants led me to consider remittances from 
African migrants who went to higher education abroad. I felt dissatisfied with 
how the immigration literature was handling the relevant economic units. 
Notions like family have multiple different meanings. During my recurrent 
readings in Weber I came across his idea of the budgetary unit, which 
seemed clean and less encumbered by sedimentary layers of 

http://sociology.nd.edu/faculty/faculty-by-alpha/erin-metz-mcdonnell/
http://sociology.nd.edu/faculty/faculty-by-alpha/erin-metz-mcdonnell/
http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.1086/673295
http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.1086/673295
http://www.sociology.utoronto.ca/people/faculty_list_by_surname/dansilver.htm
http://sociology.uchicago.edu/people/faculty/clark.shtml
http://scenes.uchicago.edu/intro.html
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conceptualization that have gone in to existing concepts like family. Weber wrote in a wonderful 
richness about this unit of social and collective consumption, pairing it with his more well-known work 
on the firm as the social collective unit for production. I am drawing on this idea to explore the logics 
of how groups socially organizing to engage in consumption as a primary economic activity. It is 
different from the way we think about social organization for production, which has dominated most 
of the sociology of organizations from its inception. In the article I give the example of immigrants’ 
remittances, but also other ostensibly dissimilar cases, such as Russian gangsters, an order of Catholic 
nuns, and child-support in low-income unmarried couples. I wanted to demonstrate the insights 
gained when we employ a genre-transcending conceptual tool. 

Yaniv: What I find particularly interesting is that both ideas conceptualize groups or localities that 
engage in consumption collectively, in contrast to many of the theoretical approaches to 
consumption that are more inclined to focus on the individual. 

Erin: Well, it is a claim that I make in the article, but this is by no means to paint all of the consumption 
work with a broad-brush. I think there is a lot of lovely work, especially some of the recent work about 
children as consumers that has engaged with considering children’s relationship to others (like 
adults). So yes, I would say my work tries to identify within the historical development of the 
consumption literature, some of the reasons why this literature has been more preoccupied with 
individuals as consumers, but at the same time to build on that and some of the wonderful work that 
has been going in that direction. 

Dan: One of our main reference points in thinking about these issues was not necessarily the 
consumption literature per se, but rather the urban economics literature, where people also study 
amenities. However, they do it in an individualistic way, or maybe a better way to put it is in an 
atomistic way. They will treat one place at a time, like one café, one bar, without thinking of them as 
part of constellation. Today they recognize this problem themselves and some of the advanced work 
is moving in a more holistic direction, but they are very cautious, as they are more accustomed to 
individualistic thinking. 

Yaniv: We asked you to read each other’s work and I understand you came up with interesting ideas 
about differences and continuities. 

Dan: One obvious difference is that budgetary units have a higher-level organization (Erin provides 
the more accurate term: “intentional conscious coordination”). One can think of this as a variable 
quality of scenes. Some scenes can be rather unorganized; people doing all sorts of things that do 
not really involve intentionally relating to one another, but all of that nevertheless coalesces to a 
scene. But at other times at least some people get organized and claim to be able to act in the 
name of a scene going on around them. I saw this in some cases I have studied in Toronto. These are 
neighborhoods with very striking scenes, which also have had for some time a few entities that would 
fit your description of budgetary units. There are hotels, bars, etc., and in and around them there 
have been people working together to provide consumption opportunities for themselves and 
others. Generally they had relatively little consciousness of themselves as a scene, with common 
goals and interests. But the level of organization expanded. The key event was a political conflict 
over a proposed condominium development that a lot of people thought would destroy the scene. 
This mobilized actors to organize themselves into agents of the scene, so to speak. People got 
together and formed an organization that was supposed to be operating in the name of the 
neighborhood and the scene, in order to continue to provide for the scene's continuation—
politically, economically, and culturally. One of their goals was to maintain the consumption 
environment in the place. You can think in this way of a political process, where out of a conflict 
many elements of the scene congealed into something resembling a budgetary unit. But that also 
implies that a well-organized budgetary unit of this sort doesn’t have to be the outcome, and there 
are interesting questions of when and why that does or does not occur. 
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Erin: Yes, the example Dan raises here thinks through the idea of a budgetary unit that attempts to 
speak on behalf of a scene. On the other hand, I was thinking about a process where a budgetary 
unit is both brought about by the scene, and tries to shape a particular scene. I used to live in 
Nashville and did some observation with a MOMS Club® there. East Nashville was this rapidly 
gentrifying area, with stores of all kinds of locally-made products, and many musicians who played 
and toured on major labels but didn’t get paid a lot lived there with their families. This was the sort of 
a scene. I don’t know the specific categorization (now it is Dan’s turn to provide the terminology: 
“You could probably call it Neo-Bohemian. Richard Lloyd is writing a book about it.”). And so there 
were ways in which this scene allowed for the emergence of a particular kind of MOMS Club. But 
also, the women who comprise that club, once they were collectively organized into this budgetary 
unit, were seeking out opportunities for families in this scene, consumption of goods and services and 
experiences that met family needs. In this sense they also partly shaped the scene to be not just neo-
Bohemian but also more amenable to families. For example, they inserted their family consumption 
agenda into funky events, like a Tomato Festival every summer, with tomato art, music and all sorts of 
quirky tomato-type things. It was not initially very amenable to children. This group actively organized 
some portion of the scene to include more children's activities. They now organize the St. Patrick's 
Day Parade now, so it's not just beer and bars, but also some kind of family things. 

Dan: If we had some kind of national data that showed scenes and then showed different types of 
budgetary units, we would think that certain types of budgetary units would thrive in certain types of 
scenes, and at the same time the activities of those budgetary units can react back and alter the 
character of the scene. 

Yaniv: This brings me to another point of comparison. It seems that both concepts have some 
immediate methodological implications. 

Dan: We have always been in a dialogue between theorizing and thinking about data that we could 
use as indicators. We looked for different types of data that could serve as at least rough indicators 
of the qualities that a scene might evoke (e.g.: glamorousness, self-expressiveness, transgressiveness, 
traditionalism, neighborliness). Measuring that with the census is hard. Yet, in order to maintain a 
broad comparative standpoint, we tried new sources like scraping or downloading online Yellow 
Pages sources, which have very fine-grain information about business categories, from dozens of 
types of restaurants and churches to fashion houses to yoga studios to hunting lodges and more. And 
of course today the data possibilities have come so much further. Right now we are experimenting 
with using Yelp and the possibilities there are really exciting, because the information goes way 
beyond the names of the businesses or the business categories. 

Erin: In putting the initial statement together, it was important to me to think about constructing 
budgetary units in a way that transcends conventional sub-disciplinary boundaries, because one of 
the problems that we have with theorizing more broadly about a social organization around 
consumption is that so many of the categories we use for social groups are sub-disciplinarily 
enshrined, like families as I mentioned before, or churches in the sociology of religion. These terms 
operate differently in distinct literatures. As a first step, I wanted to move away from that and to 
showcase the capacity to apply a concept that crosses these divides, but is constructed in a way 
that is amenable to both qualitative and quantitative inquiry. But I think much more methodological 
work still remains to be done.  

Yaniv: Thank you both for a compelling conversation! 

*You can read a longer version of this conversation on the section website, and learn about Erin and 
Dan’s current projects.  
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Announcement 
 

Adam Matthew Publishers (now owned by Sage) has 
just come out with an incredible electronic resource, 
titled American Consumer Culture, that offers digitized 
versions of all the market and consumer research 
reports compiled by the famous (and notorious) 
motivation researcher Ernest Dichter between 1935 
and the 1980s. Readers of Vance Packard’s Hidden 
Persuaders and Betty Friedan’s Feminine Mystique will 
be familiar with Ernest Dichter and the influence he 
had on American and global consumer culture. 
Anyone researching postwar cultures of consumption 
will find this an amazing resource for their research. 
 
The value of these consumer research reports lies in 
the fact that they were written during the postwar 
years and thus give a reflection of American and 
European consumer capitalism as it unfolded after 
the Second World War. There is not a single product 
category that is not represented in this collection. 
 

Upcoming Opportunities 
 
Calls for Papers 
 
The International Journal of Consumer Studies invites 
submissions for a special issue on lifestyles and social 
movements in the context of consumption to be 
published in September 2015. Articles may be 
theoretical, report on specific empirical research or 
reflect on practice, but should address societal 
problems in an innovative manner and add 
significantly to the research literature for consumer 
studies. This issue of the journal is intended for anyone 
with an academic or professional interest in consumer 
studies. Authors may write to the guest editors of this 
issue, Dr Stefan Wahlen, Wageningen University, 
stefan.wahlen@wur.nl, or Mikko Laamanen, Hanken 
School of Economics, mikko.laamanen@hanken.fi 
with an expression of interest, outline, or 500-word 
abstract. Final submissions must be made through 
Manuscript Central by December 31, 2014 
 
The University of Leicester’s renowned Department of 
Museum Studies invites those using sociological 
approaches to understand museums or museum-
related topics to submit papers for a special issue of 
the journal Museum & Society set for publication in 
late 2015 or early 2016. The editors are looking for 
papers that report new theoretically-engaged, 
empirically-grounded research on museums; museum 
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research informed by key sociological concepts; and 
related topics where the main theme may not be 
museums. Please send articles of 5,000-8,000 words in 
length to Paul Jones at P.Jones01@liverpool.ac.uk or 
Gordon Fyfe at G.J.Fyfe@keele.ac.uk. Deadline for 
submissions is March 2, 2015.  
 
The University of Leicester is accepting submissions for 
the 9th International Conference in Critical 
Management Studies being held July 8-10, 2015. The 
conference theme is Food and Drink Markets: The 
Production and Consumption of Alternative Market 
Practices and Narratives. Relevant contributions 
include, but are not limited to, alternative market 
narratives, approaches and identities; alternative 
futures; mainstreaming alternatives; and alternative 
points of view. Please send abstracts as Word 
documents with no more than 500 words and include 
affiliation and contact details for author(s) to Jennifer 
Smith Maguire, University of Leicester, jbs7@le.ac.uk. 
Deadline for submissions is January 31, 2015. Authors 
will be notified on or before March 20, 2015. 
 
Arthur Kover is assembling a conference in France for 
October 2015 on the theme The Changing Sociology 
of Perfumes and Scents sponsored by Osmothèque, 
the French perfume museum, with additional sponsors 
in progress. Anyone interested in looking at the 
tentative outline, offering suggestions, or just saying 
"hello" will is welcome to contact Arthur at 
kover@fordham.edu or arthur.kover@aya.yale.edu. 
 
Call for Peer Reviewers 
 
The International Journal of Consumer Studies offers 
an opportunity for interested academics and 
professionals in consumer studies to join other eminent 
scholars and professionals in engaging in the double-
blind peer review process for a special issue on 
lifestyles and social movements in the context of 
consumption to be published in September 2015. As a 
referee for the Special Issue, you will be asked to 
review one or two articles using provided guidelines. 
Please indicate up to six topic areas (keywords) on 
which you are confident of being able to provide a 
considered assessment. Interested parties should 
contact Dr Stefan Wahlen, Wageningen University, 
stefan.wahlen@wur.nl; Mikko Laamanen, Hanken 
School of Economics, mikko.laamanen@hanken.fi; or 
Michaela DeSoucey, 
North Carolina State University, 
mdesoucey@ncsu.edu. 
 

Follow us on Facebook and Twitter for the latest section news and 
announcements from members, and visit our website to stay up to date on all 
things Consumers and Consumption. 
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