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Book Review: Commodifying Everything


The essays in this edited volume call attention to commodification as an historical phenomenon that can take many different forms and serve various purposes.  In the introduction, Susan Strasser notes that although commodification usually signifies how individual goods and services come to have a monetary value, the term can also serve to explain the “historical process by which market relationships have expanded as a whole” (3).  To those ends, the subsequent chapters deal with a range of topics.   A few of the chapters discuss “the selling of goods at one time produced and distributed in nonmarket contexts,” while others describe how goods are sometimes marketed as a means of promoting nationalis0m, regionalism (7).  


The essay by Jean-Christophe Agnew, “The Give-And-Take of Consumer Culture” updates the reader on current topics in the nascent field of consumer studies.  Agnew calls commodification a force that “domesticates the exotic and estranges the commonplace” while promising “the democratization and diffusion of goods, services, and experiences even as it threatens their standardization and devaluation.”  (11)  Agnew examines many issues in commodification to give the reader a general background of the field.  He examines how buying and giving gifts have affected social relations, and gives a nuanced look at how Christmas “spiritualizes” the commodification system (27).  Agnew also discusses  the rise of hypercapitalism, or the exchange of property giving way to fee-based, leasing, licensing and franchising arrangements (12).  For Agnew, a more appropriate phrase for this process may be “natural capitalism.”  This term emphasizes the innate qualities of our society that may give rise to an economy which shifts from one that emphasizes the “episodic acquisition of goods” to one that is based on the constant flow of goods and services (12).


In “An Undesired Necessity: The Commodification of Medical Service in the Interwar United States,” Nancy Tomes sheds light on an era when many of the monetary issues in medical care first emerged.  Tomes notes that advances between 1880-1930 enhanced the medical industry’s ability to control the market (100-101).  During that time, state medical societies and the American Medical Association helped pass various acts that imposed serious disadvantages on “irregular” practitioners such as midwives, osteopaths, and chiropractors.  Tomes also mentions that through the reform of medical education, the medical boards reduced the amount of competition among doctors (101).  Tomes cites statistics that show that spending on doctors services and drugs doubled between 1914 and 1927 (102).  As doctor and hospital services became more expensive they also became more complex and technologically sophisticated, making their value harder to determine (104).  In response to price increases, consumers began “shopping” for treatments that would fit their budgets and hopefully produce the desired results.   Tomes illustrates the debate surrounding this strategy by citing a 1935 article in “Consumer Research”  in which a nurse encourages patients to demand doctors’ qualifications, see lab results and acquire other relevant information.


In the spirit of this wide-ranging collection, Karl Gerth takes on a wholly distinct subject in his esay “Commodifying Chinese Nationalism: MSG and the Flavor of Patriotic Production.”   Gerth explains that by the beginning of the 20th century, nationalistic commodification of key products began to emerge as a central part of Chinese efforts to maintain sovereignty and fight off imperialism.  Gerth shows that the boycotts and buy-Chinese campaigns of the period were not just isolated responses to specific issues.  Instead, they were “part of a larger, nationwide social movement that sought to redefine the meaning of consumption and commodities by popularizing the notion of nationalistic commodification” (236).   Gerth explains the story of Wu Yunchu’s invention of MSG, which thwarted Japanese exports of similar products, within the context of China’s enshrinement of the “patriotic businessman” (243).


Although the collection is separated into sections, it could have benefitted from introductions to those sections.  The second section, titled “Love and Money: Intimate Relationships and the Market,” seems to need some explanation regarding its broader implications and connection to other topics in the volume.  In the essay from this section, “Buying Your Friends: The Pet Business and American Consumer Culture,” Katherince C. Grier outlines the commodification of pets and the rise of the pet industry.   From the businessman’s perspective, Grier notes, pet owners were the ideal consumer because they were dedicated repeat customers who were guided by emotion and necessity (43).  In the 19th century most pets were acquired from friends and neighbors.   However, the pet industry began to grow when birds became one of the most common pets in the 19th and early 20th centuries.  Birds provided people with sounds that kept them company (45-46).  Because breeding birds was difficult, a market was born for bird breeders, bird sellers, and bird equipment.  This development eventually helped spawn the rise of pet stores for other types of animals.  The basis of the pet industry, Grier surmises, is the changing perception of the pet as the animal shifts from commercial to domestic settings.  


In covering an eclectic mix of goods and services, the essays in this volume show how the market has become present in all spheres of human life, from personal items to public policy and diplomacy.  One must surmise that the wide range of topics covered is meant to show how the commodification of so many types of goods and services encompasses social, political and cultural processes.

