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Consumption as a Social Experience

1.2.3 THE SOCIAL CONSUMER

In the last decade a different perspective has emerged within marketing and
consumer research theory (see Maffesoli 1996, Cova 1997, Bennett 1999,
Muniz and O’Guinn 2001, Cova and Cova 2002, Goulding et al. 2002,
Kozinets 2002, Wilska 2002, Cova et al. 2007). This standpoint rejects an
overly individualistic view of people and accepts that human life is
essentially social. Individuals cannot be separated from the multiplicity of
social groupings that they participate in throughout the course of their
everyday lives (Maffesoli 1996).

Warde (2005) maintains that the manner in which different groups of people
use consumption objects is the outcome of their engagement with the
consumption object in a social context, rather than any personal decision
about a course of conduct. Slater and Miller (2007) concur providing the
example of Goths. Goths are associated with certain tastes in music, fashions
and styles. Typical gothic fashion includes black clothes, dyéd hair, black
eyeliner and sometimes piercings and tattoos. They generally listen to punk
music. Slater and Miller (2007) contend that while different Goths identify
with consumption objects that signify ‘being Goth’ to varying degrees, they
are not acting simply as individuals. There is a community of Goths in which
these consumption objects attain and maintain meaning. The objects that a
Goth uses are more directly the consequence of engaging in the procedure of

being a Goth than they are of individual taste or choice.

Slater and Miller (2007) are adamant that it is impossible to separate the
relationship an individual has with things and with people, rather they work
together. This is not to say that individuals in a group represent a
homogenous unit. Individual differences between people depend on matters
such as past experience, knowledge, learning, opportunities, available
resources and previous encouragement by others, to name but a few. Within
the community, individuals display many different competencies and

capabilities. In addition, people selectively perceive and interpret

consumption objects in terms of their personal experiences and local culture.
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Ultimately, however, meaning is interpreted in the socio-cultural
environment of which the consumer is part (Fiske 1987, Holt 1997).
Consumers are people who live in a specific social and historical situation.
People use symbolic consumption meanings, which are important personal
and collective aspects of themselves, to relate to themselves, other people
and to the world around them. Ritson and Elliott (1999) demonstrated this
position in their research on how young people interpret advertising. They
found that the students in their study discussed various advertisements and
enacted rituals connected with adverts. However, this did not inevitably
result in the students using or purchasing the product. Ritson and Elliott
(1999) highlight the social significance of consumption meanings in
everyday social interactions. Similarly Cova and Cova (2002) consider that
people use products less for their use value than their linking value, which

facilitates and supports communal relations.

Ostberg (2007) furthers this idea in his empirical study on young, affluent
consumers in Stockholm. He contends that people utilise a concoction of
different brands, products and activities to negotiate group boundaries. They
assemble, display and ‘use various consumption objects to forge social
relations and communicate participation in a consumption community. Cova
(1997), Cova and Cova (2002) and Wilska (2002) maintain that the social
practices and lifestyles that surround consumption experiences are as
important, if not more important than the object itself. Individuals rely on
how the object is actually used, the meanings that it symbolises and the
lifestyle choice that goes along with the purchase to communicate identity
and affiliation with a group. These meanings derive from a vast range of

pursuits, objectives and definitions of the self, both personal and social,

which will be discussed in the next section.
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1.3 CREATING CONSUMPTION MEANINGS

Holt (2002) suggests that consumers are bricoleurs who consciously link
various cultural objects into a meaningful whole, creating new cultural
identities. This concept of bricoleur supposes that people act in opposition to
the market through creating alternative meanings and uses for consumption
objects. However, it does not recognise the intertwined and inseparable
nature of consumption objects and consumer meanings. It also supposes that
the consumer is an individual who uses brands for self creation without

acknowledging the social practices in play (Kozinets 2001).

Arvidsson (2005) believes that consumption objects act as cultural resources
on which consumers build a host of social practices. The resulting product is
not simply an object or an event. The object facilitates social relations
through a common symbolic framework, shared knowledge and a sense of
belonging. Consumers are active in the process of production of meaning
through social negotiation as they engage in consumption. Slater (1997)
concurs, writing that people learn and share cultural meanjng through
interactions with things- touching, making, looking at, talking and reading

about, using, storing, maintaining, remaking and so on. Meaning is socially

constructed through the way in which objects are used and the way in which
they fit into routines and everyday practices. Through various social
processes, consumers construct their own local meanings for consumption

objects.

These meanings may differ depending on the various groups that people
interact with. For example, an object may have different meanings for one
person when they are in the company of a work group and when they are in
the company of a peer group organised around a sporting activity. Different
groups construct consumption meanings in various ways; these are structured
by social and institutional factors such as their social situation, community
member’s articulations, institutional practices and cultural producers

(Kozinets 2001).
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These practices and meanings are grounded in a continuous interplay
between‘producers, micro cultures, and the wider cultural world. Kozinets
(2001) traces the various discourses about Star Trek fans. These discourses
came from various sources, such as non-fans, fans themselves and mass
media producers. Through the consumption practices that Star Trek fans
engage in, they are able to locate their own sense of identity and power, and
place themselves in the social world in particular ways. For example, fans
are aware of the stigma attached to being a Star Trek fan and the perceptions
held by some non-fans that Trekkies are geeks or nerds. Star Trek fans
acknowledge that certain behaviours are expected of them. However, through
asserting that this view is an unjustified extreme and through rearticulating
Star Trek consumption meanings at fan élubs, conventions and online, fans
normalise Star Trek consumption. They legitimise the sacred qualities

against these negative stigmatic associations (Kozinets 2001).

Consumers individually and collectively negotiate consumption meanings
and boundaries through interlacing fan texts with media texts to construct
their own personal and social affinities. Consumption meanings are
constructed from a wide range of diverse cultures, institutions and actors, all
of whom are engaged in diverse states of contestation. Consumption
meanings are therefore in a constant process of change as a result of the
tension between various conflicting and interacting stakeholders. Consumers
utilise these various meanings in order to construct their own understanding

of consumption objects in social settings (Kozinets 2001).

1.4 SUMMARY OF CHAPTER

The aim of this chapter is to provide an insight into recent theoretical
thinking on consumption. Consumption is not necessarily a rational pursuit
but entails an emotional dimension. In addition, consumption is not solely a
matter of personal choice but is grounded in social practices. People in all
societies are not lone individuals but engage in social relations and collective

ideals. People do not consume separately from others around them, but are
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joined through shared knowledge and meanings about consumption objects.
People consume to satisfy the desire for communal relations through drawing
on the linking value of commodity meanings. The next chapter will outline a

theoretical framework for exploring how people interact in groups.

11




Chapter Two

Communities and Social Interaction




Communities and Social Interaction

2.0 INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this research study is to examine the social interactions that
occur in the sporting space and demonstrate how Maffesoli (1996) can be
used to contribute to our understanding in this regard. This chapter aims to
engage in a critical discussion of community and social relations in
contemporary society. The first section explores the concept of community.
Tt examines traditional notions of community and argues for an alternative
position Which acknowledges that community is not a static fixed entity. The
second section discusses the role of the consumption of objects in facilitating
social interaction. It examines the key theories that have been utilised to
explain how people consume in groups- subcultural theory, brand
communities and tribal theory. The final four sections examine various facets
of tribal theory, specifically tribal society, the development of tribes and the

characteristics of tribes and sub-tribes.

2.1 WHAT IS COMMUNITY?

Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) write that community is a fundamental concept
in social thought and has been a significant matter for many social theorists,
scientists and philosophers in the nineteenth, twentieth and twenty first
centuries, for example Marx, Durkheim, Simmel, Weber, Freud, Park,
Boorstin, Maffesoli, Putnam. The concept of community is an intricate,
complicated and disputed idea, with many diverse arrangements and
variations being described under the term (Kozinets 2002). Hamilton (1985)
reports that one American sociologist in the 1950’s revealed ninety different
discrete definitions of the term. It encompasses a wide variety of social
processes and refers to symbols, values and ideologies which have popular

currency and join people together. For the purpose of this research Cohen’s

(1985) explanation of the term will be utilised:
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A reasonable interpretation of the word’s use would imply two
related suggestions: that the members of a group of people (a) have'
something in common with each other, which (b) distinguishes
them in a significant way from the members of other putative

communities (Cohen 1985, 12).

Cohen (1985) considers that the word community describes the relations
between a group of people, and the opposition of one group of people to
another social entity or other social entities. He contends that the boundary,
or the element that represents this sense of discrimination, encapsulates the
identity of the community. These boundaries are marked because
communities interact in some way with social entities which they are, or
wish to be, distinguished from. These boundaries are constructed through
interactions with members of the group and with the wider social arena.
Cohen (1985) insists that community is a boundary expressing symbol.
However, while the symbol itself is held in common by its members, its
meaning varies with its members unique orientations to it. Facing this
variability of meaning, the consciousness of the community is kept alive
through the manipulation of its symbols. These symbols are markers of the

community which distinguish it from other communities.

Similarly, Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) assert that communities are
characterised by a consciousness of kind, shared rituals and traditions and a
sense of moral responsibility, which differentiates members of a group from
other groups. Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) recognise consciousness of kind as
the first marker of a community. It refers to the intrinsic connection that
members feel towards one another. However, it is more than just having
shared attitudes or perceived similarities with others. It is the recognition that
an individual is a member of a group and belongs to a particular community.
The second marker of a community is the existence of shared rituals and
traditions. These are conventions that set up visible public definitions. The
third indicator of community relates to members feeling a shared sense of

duty to the community and to individual members.
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For the purpose of this research, community is understood as an entity
comprised of members who have something in common; and whose
similarity is characterised by a consciousness of kind, shared rituals and
traditions and a sense of moral responsibility; and who are distinguishable
from other groups through these parameters. This understanding is different
from traditional notions of the term community, which will be discussed

below.

2.1.1 THE ROMANTIC COMMUNITY

The traditional concept of community or ideal community is based on the
premise of a group of people “living in close proximity with mutual social
relations characterised by caring and sharing” (Kozinets 2002, 21). Historical
ideas of community place distinct emphasis on the notions of area, common
ties and social interactions (Farrar 2001). This conceptualisation of
community is based on the work of Tonnies (1887/1955), in which he
differentiates between community (Gemeinschaft) and society (Gesellschaft).

Tonnies (1887/1955) argues that community is a tighter and more cohesive
social entity within the context of larger society. He maintains that family
and blood relations are the ideal expressions of community, but that other
shared characteristics, such as place or belief, can also result in community.

Gemeinschaft is characterised by its integrated and collectivist nature, in

which members retain long-term associations within the community. Thus,
they know each other well and experience an obligation towards one another.
Members’ self definition is based on the group identity which is constructed
through shared ideals and interests. In contrast, Gesellschaft is associated
with a more urban and individualistic way of life embodied in more fleeting
associations. Gesellschaft is delineated by more formal, more contractual and
more remote social relations. These relations are based on exchanges in order
to receive goods and services. In these interactions the aim is to increase

your own advantage, through extracting excess value and profit. In contrast
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to close caring relations associated with Gemeinschaft, Gesellschaft is
characterised by individualism and one-upmanship (Kozinets 2002). Tonnies
(1887/1955) differentiates between kinship and association, associating them

with rural areas and urban areas respectively.

2.1.2 CRITICISM OF THE ‘IDEAL’ COMMUNITY

The traditional view of community conjures up images of close knit,
geographically bound social relations. Community was treated as a thing that
could be measured and evaluated (Farrar 2001). It was defined as something
on its own, distinct from other communities and from society as a whole
(Massey 2005). Tonnies (1887/1955) assumes that the boundaries that
separate one community from another revolve, principally, around
geographical area and familial relations. However, the concept of community
has broken away from these constraints. Contemporary theorisations
conceptualise the notion of community as a synthesis of emotional passion,
commonality, shared interests and commitments that go beyond local
associations, and that serve to distinguish one community from another. The
two main criticisms of traditional notions of community are that it relies on a
dichotomy between urban and rural social relations and that it conceptualises
community as inherently linked to place. These criticisms will be discussed

below.

Social Relations in Urban and Rural Life
Urry (1995) asserts that Tonnies (1887/1955) concept of Gemeinschaft and

Gesellschaft engages in a dangerous dichotomy between belonging and not
belonging and between urban and rural. Tonnies (1887/1955) assumes that
people in urban areas engage in little or no caring social interaction based on
familial or intimate relations. While the structure in which people interact
may have changed, people are not without close social interaction in cities.
Maffesoli (1996) insists that the individualisation thesis evident in this theory
ignores the many small scale affectual groups evident in contemporary

society.

16




Communities and Social Interaction

In terms of Gemeinschaft, Bauman (2001) questions whether this type of
community ever existed, or at least existed without tension. He
acknowledges a struggle between security and freedom, the extreme bf either
being unsatisfactory. Being part of a community provides a great sense of
security as there are dependable people around you to help in times of
trouble. However, the increased security, collectivity and loyalty associated
with the ideal community is counter-balanced by the fact that members are
tied to the community from cradle to grave and must act in the interests of
the community denying other concerns. Both security and freedom are
equally cherished and significant and neither can be fully reconciled. He
questions whether this type of community could exist in such an extreme
form, such as Gemeinschaft. Likewise, Massey (2005) considers that this
reminiscence, in the everyday world and in academic literature, for
traditional community is in actuality nostalgia for an ‘idea’ of community

that may have never existed.

Place and Community
Massey (2005) considers that this concept of an ideal community neglects to

embrace the multiplicity, dynamism and inherent instabilities that exist in
any space and within all social relations. Two theoretical implications arise
out of this understanding. Firstly, people occupying one space are not

necessarily a community and secondly, community is not bound by space.

Massey (1994) contends that the traditional view of community is that of a
homogenous, coherent group inhabiting a place. However, in reality it is
quite rare to come across a place defined by a single coherent social group.
Generally, a place consists of many groups. Definitions of community cannot
be clearly drawn while neglecting the complexity of a place, its inhabitants
and its history. Massey (1994) argues that we must, in our theorisations of
space, incorporate the links between people in a single place and the links
 between people in different places. Instead of considering social relations to

be the meeting of people at a certain locus, we should consider a place to be
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the unique intersection of various and different social relations. In other
words, places must be conceptualised in terms of the social relations that tie
people together. Massey (1994) asserts that we need to incorporate this more

chaotic model of space and community into our theorisations.

In addition, communities can exist without the members being in the same
place, like networks of friends that centre on the same interests but live in
different areas or communities that exist in virtual space. Maffesoli (1996)
acknowledges that community does not just refer to sharing a physical
geographical space. Community is not defined solely by parish,
neighbourhood or other constituent areas. Community also denotes the
mutual symbolic closeness between members of a group. Distant people can
be related by a shared belief and can have a well defined sense of community
with people they have never met. The concept of community is much larger
than place (Anderson 1991). Contemporary conceptualisations of community
demonstrate that it is not bounded by territorial constraints, but is delineated
by the social relationships and the common values, goals and identities that
sustain these relationships. Community is more a common ethos and set of
symbols than a fixed definable entity (Farrar 2001). Urry (1995) also argues
that Tonnies (1887/1955) does not incorporate the notion that people can be
part of more than one social relation and that people can interact with

different groups of people at different times during the day.

Contemporary researchers acknowledge that other boundaries exist. One
significant boundary in contemporary theorisations is the role of
consumption objects, which frame collective consumption groups (see Cohen
1985, Maffesoli 1996, Cova 1997, Farrar 2001, Kates 2002%, Kozinets 2001,
Kozinets 2002, Kates 2004, Arvidsson 2005, Belk and Tumbat 2005, Muniz
and Schau 2005). The significance of consumptioﬁ as a social activity was
argued in the previous chapter and is evident once again with many authors
demonstrating how new forms of community are centred on consumption

and are providing people with a social connection.
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2.2 COMMUNITY AND CONSUMER RESEARCH

This section explores the theoretical tenet that consumption objects act as an
additional resource that people can use to make sense of their lives.
Consumption objects are used to relate to others in a social context. The idea

of shared consumption is not new and has been explored through drawing on

various frameworks. This next section will examine three significant °

frameworks with which consumer communities have been explored-

subcultural theory, brand communities and tribal theory.

2.2.1 SUBCULUTRES OF CONSUMPTION

Groups displaying similar consumption rituals and deriving similar cultural

meanings from consumption objects have been traditionally analysed using

subcultural theory (Goulding et al. 2002). Definitions of subculture have
shifted dramatically since the term was coined in the 1940s, but is generally
understood as “groups of people who have something in common with each
other (i.e. they share a problem, an interest, a practice) which distinguishes
them in a significant way from the members of other social groups”

(Thornton 1997%, 1).

Thornton (1997%) acknowledges that this description may hold true for many
other types of groups, such as communities. She explains that subcultures are
different in that their activities tend to be carried out away from the family.
In addition, subcultures are associated with deviance. She postulates that
there are two main overlapping ways in which subcultures have been
examined. Firstly, groups studied as subcultures often perceive themselves to
be and are perceived by others as deviant. Second, groups categorised as
subcultures are often positioned as lower down the social ladder due to social

differences such as class, race, ethnicity and age (Thornton 19977, 4).

These elements of subcultures are evident in studies over the last three

quarters of a century. This section briefly outlines the historical development
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of our understanding of subculture. The next section argues that while the
basic assumptions above provided a good way of looking at sub-groups, such
as local deviant gangs and style based groups, it does not provide an

adequate account of contemporary groups organised around consumption.

Researching Subcultures
Bennett (1999) asserts that early studies on social groups concentrated on the

delinquency of youth gangs, such as May’s study of youth criminal
behaviour in Liverpool and Whyte’s examination of Cornerville gangs.
These studies proposé that deviant behaviour was conventional for young
males in these underprivileged localities. For example, Cohen (1955)
examined criminal behaviour in gangs in working class areas in the US. He
concluded that these youths cultivated their own culture due to their
economic and social disadvantages, which segregated them from other

segments of U.S. society.

During the 70s and 80s the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies (CSSS) worked as a research hub for exploring how people
consumed in groups in consumer culture. Researchers such as Hebdige, Hall
and Jefferson, Willis and Clarke followed in this tradition (Goulding et al.
2002). Like the earlier studies, these scholars tended to place subcultural
activities within the realm of deviant behaviour. There was a definite
emphasis on the working class and how they related to the dominant culture
(mainstream culture) and mass culture (Thornton 1997°, Kates 2002%). They
associated subcultural groups with forms of social resistance against the
prevailing hierarchies of control and as a way in which the working class
could exercise control (Goulding et al. 2002). Bennett (1999) similarly writes
that CSSS studies on subculture concentrated heavily on working-class
youths and the socioeconomic struggles they encountered. Members of
subcultures were thought to utilise subcultural style as an overt form of

social resistance to structural changes.
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However, in the CCCS school there was less focus on the local aspects
compared to earlier studies. Examination of local youth gangs was
abandoned and studies of ‘style based youth cultures’ such as teddy boys,
mods and rockers became more prominent (Bennett 1999). Hebdige (1979)
examined how punké in Great Britain developed their own distinct style
through the use of commodities such as clothes and make-up. Punks used
these commodities in an ‘illegitimate’ manner which expressed resistance to
mainstream society. The use of secret and insider meanings bound group
members together. Gelder (1997) writes that CCCS work became more
concerned with the ‘look’ of the subcultures and the spectacular forms they

adopted.

Subcultural Theory and Consumption Communities
Subcultural theory was an adequate framework from which to examine

political and rebellious groups. However, it is not so helpful in explaining
consumption communities which do not necessarily exist outside the
mainstream. The criticisms below are not directly of subcultural theory, but
of its application to consumer communities, which may not be as rigid,

bound by hierarchy or the main source of identity in people’s lives.

Bennett (1999) recognises that the assertion that working-class youth were at
the centre of the construction of subcultural groups is difficult to question.
However, being part of a social class is not necessarily a requirement for
participation within a cdnsumption community. Maffesoli (1996) suggests
that people can, but do not always necessarily, actively pick and choose their

collective sense of identity as opposed to being trapped in certain ways of

being. In addition, people often choose styles which do not indicate a
particular class background. This is not to say that social structures, such as
class, have disappeared, but rather that people have new ways of negotiating
such issues through consumption (Bennett 1999). Maffesoli (1996) argues
that consumer society can liberate people, as opposed to necessarily being an
oppressive regime structuring people’s behaviours. Commodities and

resources can be worked into particular lifestyle sites which provide a




