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Politics of consumption analyses often evince a moralistic
subtext that traces to the nineteenth-century fusion of
Calvinism and patriarchal sexual politics. This spermatic
legacy has channeled these critical discourses in a thera-
peutic direction that attenuates their realpolitik relevance.
Drawing from Bakhtin’s account of the carnivalesque, the
author argues for an analytics of the excretory economy
that eschews therapeutic goals in favor of muckraking
scholarship that critically analyzes specific market systems
and their constitutive networks of power relationships and
material consequences. The author concludes by dis-
cussing some ways in which muckraking scholarship can
mobilize citizen-consumers to the activist cause of trans-
forming structural conditions that render specific facets of
commercial culture problematic.

Keywords:  muckraking scholarship; grotesque realism;
moral critiques of consumption; therapeutic
consumption

This article addresses the moral critique of
consumption—culturally canonized by
Veblens (1899) stinging indictments of con-
spicuous consumption—as a proﬂigate pursuit,
driven by status emulation, leading to indo-
lence, insipidness, and invidious comparison.
As this grim postindustrial tale goes, personal
well-being, family life, aesthetic virtues, natural
resources, and the inhabitability of the planet are
all being sacrificed on the altar of status-chasing
consumerism, as consumers Vainly waste their
time and money trying to emulate the voluptuous
lifestyles of media celebrities (e.g., De Graaf,
Wann, and Naylor 2001; Frank 1999; Kasser 2002;
Lasn 1999; Putnam 2000; Schor 1998, 2000;
Taylor 2003).

Craig |. Thompson is Churchill Professor of Marketing
at the University of Wisconsin—Madison. His research
focuses on the cultural shaping of consumer-marketing
relationships, the construction of identity though con-
sumption, postmodern trends in consumer culture, and
the marketing implications of consumer culture theory.
He is on the editorial boards of the Journal of Consumer
Research; Journal of Public Policy & Marketing; and
Consumption, Markets, & Culture.

DOI: 10.1177/0002716207299303

ANNALS, AAPSS, 611, May 2007

Downloaded from http://ann.sagepub.com at UNIV OF WISCONSIN on May 10, 2007
© 2007 American Academy of Political & Social Science. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized

distribution.


http://ann.sagepub.com

A CARNIVALESQUE APPROACH TO THE POLITICS OF CONSUMPTION 113

Contemporary social critics seldom consider the historical roots of this
Veblenesque legacy, in large part because they are applying this critical viewpoint
to macro-level problems that appear self-evident in terms of their significance and
consumptive etiology: escalating consumer debt levels, the rampant commercial-
ization of childhood, ecological degradation, a looming peak oil crisis, and global
warming (Schor 2000). Under these crisis conditions, why worry about antiquarian
origins if this critical viewpoint can precipitate solutions to these consumption-
driven dilemmas and avert impending disasters? However, a genealogical reflec-
tion raises the unsettling prospect that Veblenesque moralizations—which after
a hundred-plus years have done little to slow the accelerating pace and mush-
rooming scale of consumerism—are further affirmation of Foucaults (1978)
paradoxical interpretation of the repressive hypothesis: that is, a seminal dis-
course that produces a self-perpetuating dialectic of discipline and desire.

The moral critique of consumption is intimately connected to the normative
discourses and ascetic practices of the spermatic economy (the belief that sperm
ought to be conserved and not squandered) and its ideological fusion of patriar-
chal sexual politics and the Calvinist emphasis on diligent work and self-abnegation
(Haraway 1994). As discussed by Barker-Benfield (1972), Freud’s influential
ideas regarding the sublimation of libidinal energy crystallized beliefs that had
been in cultural circulation throughout much of the eighteenth century. In this
proto-Freudian folk theory, seminal fluid represented an élan vital that flowed
through the body (and body politic), which men needed to judiciously conserve
if they were to have the energy and strength to succeed in an increasingly com-
petitive economic marketplace (Kimmel 1996). This spermatic conception drove
the moral panics over masturbation and promiscuous sexuality that raged through-
out the latter half of the nineteenth century and into the early years of the twen-
tieth century.

During this period, sexual continence functioned as a potent metaphor for the
Protestant (and capitalist) ideals of wealth accumulation and productive invest-
ments in one’s entrepreneurial calling—both deemed to signal that one had been
predestined for salvation (see Weber 1905/2002)—and the concomitant Calvinist
censures of extravagant spending and social displays of wealth (Freedman 1982).
Rosenberg (1973) contended that this bourgeois sublimation of sexual desire
enhanced the social standing of middle-class men by forging a symbolic distinc-
tion to the servant class and working-class laborers, who were portrayed as lack-
ing self-control and being prone to wasteful intemperance.

As the twentieth century dawned, the middle- and upper-class segments of
American culture came to fear that the psychic stresses, bureaucratic constraints,
and proliferating material comforts of the bourgeois household were draining
men of their vitality, leaving them enervated and ill prepared to assume their
patriarchal responsibilities in the family and society at large. The idolatry of
Teddy Roosevelt and his embodiment of the vigorous outdoor life stands as the
therapeutic counterpart to this spermatic economy construction of masculinity
and its anxious quest to regain phallic potency (see Kimmel 1996; Haraway
1994). This crisis-of-masculinity narrative shifted the spermatic economy to a
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psychological register, no longer tied to the literal conservation of semen.
Accordingly, professional-class American men immersed themselves in commer-
cial recreations of atavistic masculinity via mythic stories about the American
West (though the frontier had long been closed); retreated to homosocial
enclaves that reproduced the fraternal order of the guild tradition; sought revi-
talization through hunting and other primal experiences of nature; and ardently
participated in virile sports, such as boxing and body building (Kimmel 1994).

This therapeutic orientation also forged a broader cultural association between
consumption and humanistic ideals of self-expressiveness, self-development, and
self-fulfillment that reverberates to the present day (Lears 1994)." Over the course
of the twentieth century, therapeutic consumption became an increasingly promi-
nent marketplace narrative, widely propagated by advertising, mass media, busi-
ness leaders, journalists, and politicians who campaigned on promises of endless
prosperity and implemented government policies that facilitated this fertile cou-
pling of mass consumerism, cultivated individuality, and corporate capitalism (Cohen
2004; Cross 2000). As copiously documented by Roland Marchand (1985), this
therapeutic framing of consumption would also become integral to American cul-
tural conceptions of democracy. Rhetorical appeals to the democracy of goods
and the democratizing forces of capitalist markets are now central themes of
neoliberal punditry and its relentless praise singing for deregulated global corpo-
rate capitalism (see Frank 2000).

In this article, my aim is to retheorize the politics of consumption in carniva-
lesque terms (Bakhtin 1965/1984) that circumvent the moralistic and ideological
tropes of the spermatic economy. Following Bakhtin (1965/1984), the carniva-
lesque is a linguistic and embodied social practice that “degrades” culturally rar-
efied discourses by transferring these texts, which speak in the language of the
“high, spiritual, and abstract,” to their material grounding in the “bodily lower
stratum” (pp. 19-20). As a bit of foreshadowing, my carnivalesque theorization
poaches a degrading phrase from Paul Willis (1978, p. 170), who characterized
commercial culture as “the shit of production,” a genuinely unseminal concep-
tion I shall unabashedly bend to suit my carnivalesque agenda.

The Carnivalesque and the Excretory Economy

According to Bakhtin (1965/1984), medieval carnivals exuberantly conjoined
eating, drinking, copulating, and shitting in a pagan cosmology that celebrated
the fertility of the Earth and the maternal body, the procreative power of sex, the
fecund nature of excrement, and the corporeal fate of returning to the Earth as
organic matter. The carnivalesque body is equally copulative and excretory, sala-
cious and scatological, vibrant and on the way to becoming decomposing humus
that feeds the earth. Thus, the carnivalesque decenters subjectivity and directs
attention toward the web of transpersonal and ecological interconnections that
sustain an indissoluble cycle of degeneration and regeneration.
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FIGURE 1
DISCURSIVE DIMENSIONS OF THE CARNIVALESQUE

The Carnivalesque

Carnivalesque Transgression as Grotesque Realism and the

a Mode of Resistance Excretory Economy
Therapeutic Accommodations to Muckraking Scholarship that
Institutional Power Structures Kicks Up the “Shit of Production”

As illustrated in Figure 1, Bahktin’s (1965/1984) portrayal of the carnivalesque
is structured by two dimensions: transgressive resistance and grotesque realism.
In these postmodern times, the transgressive dimension has been enthusiastically
embraced as an emancipatory practice through which consumers can elude and
defy the ideological imperatives, conformist mandates, and materialistic tempta-
tions of the capitalist marketplace (Debord 1967; Firat and Dholakia 1998; Lasn
1999). In contrast, academic writings on the politics of consumption have stu-
diously ignored the implications of grotesque realism and the degrading project
of critically situating socioeconomic relationships of power, and their ennobling
rationalizations, in the excretory economy. My overriding agenda is to assert the
generative power of this latter dimension for developing realpolitik critiques of
commercial culture and mobilizing consumer-citizens to take transformative
actions. As a preliminary step, however, I need to clear the theoretical ground by
clarifying the utopian sensibilities that have equated the carnivalesque almost
exclusively with transgressive practices while omitting the dimension of
grotesque realism.

Carnivalesque transgression as resistance and all that utopian shit

In this utopian formulation, transgressive consumers are a geographically and
temporally dispersed counterdominant force that provocatively subverts the con-
ventions and norms of bourgeois consumerism and instigates a critical con-
sciousness toward market capitalism (Debord 1967; Lasn 1999). Some proposed
exemplars of carnivalesque resistance include defiant consumers who, a la the
Situationist movement (Debord 1967), proactively reject prepackaged experi-
ences and identities (Firat and Dholakia 1998); the stridently antimaterialistic,
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“no spectators allowed” community that annually congregates at the Burning
Man festival (Kozinets 2002); Lesbian and Gay Pride parades whose exaggerated
displays of camp and vamp mock the heterodominance of mainstream consumer
culture (Kates and Belk 2001); the unruly cybercommunities of digital file shar-
ers who jam their iPods with pirated music (Giesler and Pohlmann 2003); fantasy
reenactors who retreat into anachronistic worlds that predate corporate capital-
ism, such as the Mountain Man Rendezvous (Belk and Costa 1998); and neopa-
gan festivals that contest technocracy and commercialism through archaic
polytheistic rituals and incantations (Pike 2001).

Some of these studies do address ways in which carnivalesque transgressions
(and festive gatherings) remain paradoxically intertwined with commercial cul-
ture (e.g., Giesler and Pohlmann 2003; Kates and Belk 2001; Kozinets 2002).
However, their prevailing argument is that these transgressive (and marginally
perceptible) communities, identities, and social practices are effecting at least a
partial resistance to corporate capitalism’s ideological hailings and, thereby,
afford consumer experiences that are more intense, authentic, and libratory. This
qualified utopianism is further buttressed by Romantic jargon about the
indomitable spirit of human freedom. Owing to these predilections, theoretical
accounts of transgressive consumer resistance often meld therapeutic accommo-
dations to institutional power with collective struggles to transform the means of
production, the circuits of distribution, and the modalities of consumption
(Thompson 2003). This dilemma can be brought into clearer relief by consider-
ing Bakhtin’s (1965/1984) sociohistoric motivations for (mis)attributing revolu-
tionary potential to these defiantly unregenerate folk rituals.

According to Bakhtin (1965/1984), the medieval carnival was a configuration
of space and time in which oppressive rule was forced to confront the irrepress-
ible will of the people. Carnivalesque practices ritualistically mocked the sancti-
monious authority of the church and court, transgressed the sacred boundaries
and aesthetic norms imposed by these disciplinary regimes, and asserted a col-
lective refusal toward regal and papal subjugation. These ribald parodies exposed
that not only do the king and the pope have no clothes, they shit just like every-
one else, and no amount of pomp and circumstance will save them from the uni-
versal fate of death and decay. This inalienable knowledge gave the folk a
collective power that could not be contained by oppressive authority.

Yet Bakhtin’s (1965/1984) lionization of carnivalesque resistance was a utopian
allegory that poetically envisioned a collective revolt against Stalinism, rather
than a historical reality (see Clark and Holquist 1986). As Stallybrass and White
(1986), among others, have noted, the Church and the court came to embrace
the medieval carnival as a means to incorporate pagan traditions into the liturgy
of Catholicism and to gradually distance these Saturnalian rituals from their his-
torical roots. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the emerging bour-
geoisie ideologically justified their sociopolitical dominance by representing the
proletariat as a grotesque body of odors, boisterous laughter, drunkenness, and
licentiousness, uniquely suited to life in the shop floor, the alehouse, and coarse
conditions of poverty (Stallybrass and White 1986). In symbolic contrast, bourgeois
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