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04 CONSUMING PASSIONS

What is Gladwell’s tone in this selection, and what does it reveal about his
attitudes toward the retail industry’s manipulation of customers?
What is the effect on the reader of Gladwell’s description of Paco Underhill’s
background and physical appearance?

4. Why does Paco Underhill's mother say that he is “the best-paid spy in
America” (para. 13)?

READING THE SIGNS

1. CONNECTING TEXTS Visit a local store or supermarket, and study the spatial
design. How many of the design strategies that Gladwell describes do you
observe, and how do they affect customers’ behavior? Use your observa-
tions as the basis for an essay interpreting the store’s spatial design. To
develop your ideas further, consult Anne Norton’s “The Signs of Shopping”
(below).

2. 1In class, form teams and debate the proposition that the surveillance of con-
sumers by retail anthropologists is manipulative and unethical.

3. Visit a Web site of a major retailer (such as www.abercrombieandfitch.com
or www.gap.com). How is the online “store” designed to encourage consum-
ing behavior?

4. Write an essay in response to Gladwell's question “Should we be afraid of
Paco Underhill?” (para. 17).

UNDERSTANDING SHOPPING

| ANNE NORTON
The Signs of Shopping

DL bl e,

Ny yatiniolen,

Shopping malls are more than places to shop, just as mail-order
catalogs are more than simple lists of goods. Both malls and cata-
logs are coded systems that not only encourage us to buy but, more
profoundly, help us to construct our very sense of identity, as in the
]. Peterman catalog that “constructs the reader as a man of rugged
outdoor interests, taste, and money.” In this selection from Republic
of Signs (1993), Anne Norton, a professor of political science at the
University of Pennsylvania, analyzes the many ways in which malls,
catalogs, and home shopping networks sell you what they want by
telling you who you are. Norton's other books include Alternative
Americas (1986), Reflections on Political Identity (1988), Ninety-five
Theses on Politics, Culture, and Method (2003), and Leo Strauss and the
Politics of American Empire (2004).
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Shopping at the Mall

o —

The mall has been the subject of innumerable debates, Created out of the
modernist impulse for planning and the centralization of public activity,
. the mall has become the distinguishing sign of suburban decentralization,
T springing up in unplanned profusion. Intended to restore something of
| the lost unity of city life to the suburbs, the mall has come to export styles
and strategies to stores at the urban center. Deplored by modernists, it
:E’ Is regarded with affection only by their postmodern foes. Ruled more by
2, their content than by their creators’ avowed intent, the once sleek futurist
" shells have taken on a certain aura of postmodern playfulness and popu- e
lar glitz.
The mall is a favorite subject for the laments of cultural conservatives and 5 e
L others critical of the culture of consumption. It is indisputably the cultural &
[locus of commodity fetishism. It has been noticed, however, by otmgﬁ gj\j (éx
less cgn\c.iﬁg?‘t(oxmfdisposition that the mall has something of the mercadoz/-,\ o
or thefagoray about i, [t is both a place of meeting for the young and gne 05/,\702"\4/
(7 the rare places where yo Ing ¢ an\ég@ | go t/oggiher.!__l%e;p-}&ef--differem races an
é Eﬁse&mff\/\i/%m/n\tfccupations, different levels of education meet there| As M. ARG
@ | Pressdee and Johp Fiske note, however, thaigh the mall appears to be a pu \
:
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mitted there. Those who own and manage malls restrict what comes within o/
‘their_confines. Controversial displays, by stores or customers or the plethora o
of organizations and agencies that present themselves in the open spaces of
the mall, are not permitted. These seemingly public spaces conceal a perva- S e
sive private authority. F“'@
f The mall exercises its thorough and discreet authority not only in the
regulation of behavior but in the constitution of our visible, inaudible, public
| discourse. It is the source of those commodities through which we speak of
v our identities, our opinions, our desires. It is a focus for the discussion of style
among peripheral consumers. Adolescents, particularly female adolescents,
are inclined to spend a good deal of time at the mall. They spend, indeed,
more time than money. They acquire not simple commaodities (they may O
_ come home with many, few, or none) but a well-developed sense of the sig-/_\‘.‘\aﬁ‘
& nificance of those commodities. In prowlin all they emb emselves 1
in a lexicon of American culture. They find themselves walking through a dic-

o,

g}g tionary. Stores hang a variety of identities on their racks and mannequins.
< %%LMMWM&M@M&LML
@ ;the garment is but what the garment means,

A display in the window of Polo provides an embarrassment of semiotic
riches. Everyone, from the architecture critic ar the New York Times to kids
in the hall of a Montana high school, knows what Ralph Lauren means. The
polo mallet and the saddle, horses and dogs, the broad lawns of Newport,
Kennebunkport, old photographs in silver frames, the evocation of age, of

1 lic place, it is not, Neither freedom of speech nor freedom of assembly is per-
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106 CONSUMING PASSIONS

ancestry and Anglophilia, of indolence and the Ivy League, evoke the upper
class. Indian blankets and buffalo plaids, cowboy hats and Western saddles,
evoke a past distinct from England but nevertheless determinedly Anglo. The
supposedly arcane and suspect arts of deconstruction are deployed easily,
effortlessly, by the readers of these cultural texts.

Walking from one wmdow to another, observing one another, shoppers, s

LI A ) ver
especially th@ 78bServant adolescents, acquire a facility with the
language of co modities. They learn not only words but a grammar. Shop

windows employ elements of sarcasm and irony, strategies of inversion an
prosalc

allusion. They provide models of elegant, ¢ economical, florid, an
expressmn They teach composmoh

“The practice of shopping is, however, more than mstrucmve It has long
been the occasion for women to escape the confines of their homes and
enjoy the companionship of other women. The construction of woman'’s role
as one of provision for the needs of the family legitimated her exit. It pro-
vided an occasion for women to spend long stretches of time in the company
of their friends, without the presence of their husbands. They could exchange
information and reflections, ask advice, and receive support. As their daugh-
ters grew, they would be brought increasingly within this circle, included in
shopping trips and lunches with their mothers. These would form, reproduce,
and restructure communities of taste.

The construction of identity and the enjoyment of friendship outside
the presence of men was thus effected through a practice that constructed
women as consumers and subjected them to the conventions of the market-
place. Insofar as they were dependent on their husbands for money, they
were dependent on their husbands for the means to the construction of their
identities. They could not represent themselves through commodities without
the funds men provided, nor could they, without money, participate in the
community gl wamen that was realized in “going shopping.” Their identities
it ot orﬁ%z on the possession of property but on the rec-
ognition of dce

Insofar as shopping obliges dependent women to recognize their depen-
dence, it also opens up the possibility of subversion. I The housewife who
shops for pleasure takes time away from her husband, her family, and her
house and claims it for herself. Constantly taught that social order and her
private happiness depend on intercourse between men and women, she
chooses the company of women instead. She engages with women in an
activity marked as feminine, and she enjoys it. When she spends money,
she exercises an authority over property that law and custom may deny her.
If she has no resources independent of her husband, this may be the only
authority over property she is able to exercise. When she buys things her

INuanced and amusing accounts of shopping as subversion are provided in John Fiske’s
analyses of popular culture, particularly Reading the Popular (Boston: Unwin Hyman [now
Routledge], 1989), pp. 15-42.
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Anne Norton / The Signs of Shopping 107

husband does not approve — or does not know of — she further subverts an
order that leaves control over property in her husband’s hands.?

Her choice of feminine company and a feminine pursuit may involve
additional subversions. As Fiske and Pressdee recognize, shopping without
buying and shopping for bargains have . uality. This is revealed,
in a form that gives it additional significance, when a saleswoman leans for-
ward and tells a shopper, “Don’t buy that today, it will be on sale on Thurs-
day.” Here solidarity of gender (and often of class) overcome, however
partially and briefly, the imperatives of the economic order.

Shoppers who look, as most shoppers do, for bargains, and salespeople
who warn shoppers of impending sales, see choices between commodi-
ties as something other than the evidence and the exercise of freedom.
They see covert direction and exploitation: they see the withholding of
information and the manipulation of knowledge. They recognize that they
are on enemy terrain and that their shopping can be, in Michel de Cer-
teau’s® term, a “guerrilla raid.” This recognition in practice of the pres-
ence of coercion in choice challenges the liberal conflation of choice and

consent.
Og
(5

Shopping is an activity that has\overcome its geo raphic limits. One need no 3’
longer go to the store to shop.Direct mail catalogues ith their twenty-fou

0

Shopping at Home

hour phone numbers for ordering. permit people to shop where and when é
they please. An activity that once obliged one to go out in[o:t_@_&lglic sphere,..____) U
with-its diverse array of semiotic messages, can now be done at Fome An
activity that once obliged one to be in company_if not in conversation. with T §._:
one’s compatriots can now be conducted in solitude,

The activity of catalogue shopping, and the pursuit of individuality,
are not, however, wholly solitary. The catalogues invest their commodi-
ties with vivid historical and social references. The J. Peterman catalogue,
for example, constructs the reader as a man of rugged outdoor interests,
taste, and money.“L He wears “The Owner’s Hat” or “Hemingway’s Cap,” a
leather flight jacket or the classic “Horseman’s Duster,” and various other
garments identified with the military, athletes, and European imperial-
ism. The copy for “The Owner’s Hat” naturalizes class distinctions and,
covertly, racism:

ZSee R. Bowlby, Just Looking: Consumer Culture in Dreiser, Gissing, and Zola (London:
Methuen, 1985), p. 22, for another discussion and for an example of the recommendation of
this strategy by Elizabeth Cady Stanton in the 1850s.

Michel de Certeau (1925-1986) French social scientist and semiotician who played an
important role in the development of contemporary cultural studies. —Eps.

41 have read several of these. I cite The J. Peterman Company Owner’s Manual No. 5, from
the J. Peterman Company, 2444 Palumbo Drive, Lexington, Ky. 40509.
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108 CONSUMING PASSIONS

Some of us work on the plantation.
Some of us own the plantation.

Facts are facts.
This hat is for those who own the plantation.

Gender roles are strictly delineated. The copy for a skirt captioned “Women’s
Legs” provides a striking instance of the construction of the gaze as male, of

women as the object of the gaze:

you see something, a shape you think you recog-

Just when you think
en it begins to return and then it’s gone and of

nize, i's gone and th

course you can’t take your eyes off it.
Yes, the long slow motion of women’s legs. Whatever happened to

those things at carnivals that blew air up into girls’ skirts and you could
spend hours watching.®

“You," of course, are male. There is also the lace blouse captioned “Mystery”:
“lace says yes at the same time it says no.”7 Finally, there are notes of imperi-
alist nostalgia: the Shepherd’s Hotel (Cairo) bathrobe and white pants for “the
bush” and “the humid hell-holes of Bombay and Calcutta.”®

It may no longer be unforgivable to say that the British left a few good
things behind in India and in Kenya, Singapore, Borneo, etc., not the
least of which was their Englishness.”

As Paul Smith observes, in his reading of their catalogues, the Banana
Republic has also made capital out of imperial nostalgia.'®

The communities catalogues create are reinforced by shared mailing lists.
The constructed identities are reified and elaborated in an array of semioti-
cally related catalogues. One who orders a spade or a packet of seeds will
be constructed as a gardener and receive a deluge of catalogues from plant
and garden companies. _[}le_izompanies themselves may expand their com-
modities to appeal to different manifestations of the identities they respond

~Smith and Hawken, a company that sells gardening supplies
out a cata-

nicity wear

0 an
“with-an-emphasis on aesthetics and environmental concern, puts
logue in which a group of people diverse in age and in their eth

5ibid., p. 5. The hat is also identified with the Canal Zone, “successfully bidding at Beau-
. intimidation, and LBOs. Quite a hat. It might be argued against my reading that the
J. Peterman Company also offers the “Coal Miner’s Bag” and a mailbag. However, since the
descriptive points of reference on color and texture and experience for these bags are such
things as the leather seats of Jaguars, and driving home in a Bentley, I feel fairly confident in
my reading.

OIbid., p. 3. See also pp. 15 and 17 for instances of women as the object of the male
gaze. The identification of the gaze with male sexuality is unambiguous here as well.

"Ibid., p. 17.

8ibid., pp. 7, 16, 20, 21, 37, and 50.

%Ibid., p. 20.

10p 4] Smith, “Visiting the Banana Republic,” in Univ
Social Text (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988), pp. 128-48.
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5the marketed clothes while gardening, painting, or throwing pots. Williams- __(\]j
Sonoma presents its catalogue not as a catalogue of things for cooking but as [

A Catalog for Cooks.” The catalogue speaks not to need but to the construc—“.;’\
tion of identity. FEE s ©

‘The Nature Company dedicates its spring 1990 catalogue “to trees,” 15
endorses Earth Day, and continues to link itself to the Nature Conservancy
through posters and a program in which you buy a tree for a forest restoration
project. Here, a not-for-profit agency is itself commuodified, adding to the value
of the commodities offered in the catalogue,!! In this catalogue, consumption
is not merely a means for the construction and representation of the self, it is
also a means for political action. Several commodities are offered as “A Few
Things You Can Do” to save the earth: a string shopping bag, a solar battery
recharger, a home newspaper recycler. Socially conscious shopping is a liberal
practice in every sense. It construes shopping as a form of election, in which
one votes for good commodities or refuses one’s vote to candidates whose
practices are ethically suspect. In this respect, it reveals its adherence to the
same ideological presuppositions that structure television’s Home Shopping
Network and other cable television sales shows.

Both politically informed purchasing and television sales conflate the free
market and the electoral process. Dollars are identified with votes, purchases
with endorsements. Both offer those who engage in them the possibility to
“talk back” to manufacturers. In television sales shows this ability to talk back
Is both more thoroughly elaborated and more thoroughly exploited. Like the
“elections” on MTV that invite viewers to vote for their favorite video by call-
ing a number on their telephones, they permit those who watch to respond,
to speak, and to be heard by the television. Their votes, of course, cost money.
On MTV, as in the stores, you can buy as much speech as you can afford. On
the Home Shopping Network, the purchase of speech becomes complicated
by multiple layers and inversions.

Each commodity is introduced. It is invested by the announcer with a
number of desirable qualities. The value of these descriptions of the com-
modities is enhanced by the construction of the announcer as a mediator not
only between the commodity and the consumer but between the salespeople
and the consumer. The announcer is not, the format suggests, a salesperson
(though of course the announcer is). He or she is an announcer, describing
goods that others have offered for sale. Television claims to distinguish itself
by making objects visible to the eyes, but it is largely through the ears that
these commodities are constructed. The consumer, in purchasing the com-
modity, purchases the commodity, what the commodity signifies, and, as we
say, “buys the salesperson’s line.” The consumer may also acquire the ability
to speak on television. Each purchase is recorded and figures as a vote in a

'The Nature Company Catalog, The Nature Company, P.O. Box 2310, Berkeley, Calif.
94702, Spring 1990. See pp. 1-2 and order form insert between pp. 18 and 19. Note also the
entailed donation to Designs for Conservation on p. 18.
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sirability of the object. Although the pur-
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get a little more (or rather less) for their money. They are invited to ex
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n, of both the consumers and that which

audience. The process of productio
logy for consumption.

they consume, continues in this apo
The semiotic identification of consumption as an American activity, indeed,

a patriotic one, is made with crude enthusiasm on the Home Shopping
Network and other video sales shows. Red, white, and blue higure prominently
in set designs and borders framing the television screen. The Home Shopping
Network presents its authorities in an office conspicuously adorned with a
picture of the Statue of Liberty.!2 Yet the messages that the Home Shopping
Network sends its customers — that you can buy as much speech as you can
afford, that you are recognized by others in accordance with your capacity
to consume —do much to subvert the connection between capitalism and
democracy on which this semiotic identification depends.

READING THE TEXT

{. What does Norton mean when she claims that the suburban shopping mall
appears to be a public place but in fact is not?

2 What is Norton’s interpretation of Ralph Lauren’s Polo line?
How is shopping a subversive activity for women, according to Norton?
How do mail-order catalogs create communities of shoppers, in Norton's
view?

5. What are the political messages sent by the Home Shop

Norton sees them, and how are they communicated?

ping Network, as

READING THE SIGNS
udy the window displays, focusing on
onsumers (teenagers, for example, or
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{_ Visit a local shopping mall, and st
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children). Then write an essay in which you ana
vey what the stores’ products “mean.”

2. Bring a few product catalogs to class, an
of consumer “constructed” by the cultur
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group? Report your group’s interpretations to the whole class.

3 Interview five women of different age
activities when they shop in a mall.
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