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Over the last ten years, only a
few textbooks have been pub-
lished for students of consumer
culture - notably Roberta Sas-
satelli's Consumer Culture: His-
tory, Theory and Politics (2007)
and the new 201 edition of Celia
Lury’s Consumer Culture, origi-
nally written in 1996. As its title
suggests, Joel Stillerman’s The
Sociology of Consumption - A
Global Approach (2015), commits
to exploring the sociology of con-
sumption from a global perspec-
tive. As such, the book promises
to distinguish itself from earlier
works on the subject of the soci-
ology of consumption. Addition-
ally, consumption is approached
in this work in particular from the
perspectives of inequality and
consumer-citizenship.

The book consists of nine chap-
ters, of which seven are chapters
proper. The titles of the chapters
are frank and focus on describing
the content of each chapter. The
book’s language and structure

are equally clear and straightfor-
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ward. As the bookis, according to
the publisher, intended primar-
ily for students, this arrangement
appears suitable. Alas, the down-
side of this simplicity is that the
book does not necessarily have
much to offer in terms of novelty
or stimulation for a reader who
is already acquainted with the
sociology of consumption. Nev-
ertheless, examples in the book
are topical and carefully chosen,
so areader who has a basic grasp
of the sociology of consumption,
but isn’t actively following the
field, might also use the book to
add to their knowledge.

The introduction commences
with a short definition of con-
sumption. Stillerman defines
consumption as “the desire for,
purchase, use, display, sharing,
exchange, and disposal of prod-
ucts and services” (p. 2). Howev-
er, this definition is never prob-
lematized. The reader could have
been encouraged to think about
how consumption is delineated;
the relationship of consumption
and production, the role of mon-
ey, the implications of sharing
and exchange in relation to re-
cent developments (e.g. sharing
economy), and, in particular, the
significance that disposal holds
in consumption processes. The
book’s emphasis is on explor-
ing consumption from the per-
spectives of purchase, use, and
display. This focus is somewhat
understandable considering that

much of the scholarship on the
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sociology of consumption has
traditionally dealt with use and
display. Nevertheless, it is re-
grettable that so little attention
is directed towards considering
consumption from the perspec-
tives of disposal and waste, and
the topic is only touched upon
on the macro level, regarding
the environmental effects of
overconsumption. In addition,
the particular traits of the sociol-
ogy of consumption could have
been more clearly spelled out for
a novice reader, had the particu-
lar perspective of the sociology
of consumption been contrasted
with other approaches. A brief
account of how the sociology
of consumption relates to fields
such as economics, marketing,
and evolutionary psychology
would have also been in order.

The book’s greatest merit is defi-
nitely in its global take on the de-
velopments and present charac-
terizations of consumer cultures.
Chapters two and three are the
book’s finest contributions. Using
meaningful examples, they pro-
vide a vivid account of the birth
and development of consumer
cultures around the world: in the
us, Europe, Latin America, and
Asia. The birth of modern con-
sumer society is presented as
everything but a simple conse-
quence of the mass-production
urged forward by the industrial
revolution. The Finnish reader
will be pleasantly surprised that
Lehtonen and Maenpéd’s 1997 re-

search on the Itdkeskus shopping
centreis alsoincluded among the

examples given.

Another theme thatruns through-
out the book is the inequality of
consumer culture. Two chapters
explicitly address this theme:
one focusing on status and social
class, and the other on gender
and race. The chapter discussing
status and class is almost exclu-
sively based on the Bourdieuian
tradition. This particular orien-
tation has a long heritage and a
strong position in the field of the
sociology of consumption, which
is perhaps why the chapter would
have profited from the introduc-
tion of alternative perspectives
as well. For example, comparing
the consumption expenditure of
different socioeconomic groups
with suitable data available in a
myriad of countries, or exploring
the differencesin leisure activities
with time-use data, would have
rendered the discussion on dif-
ferences between socioeconomic
groups more tangible.

The chapter on gender and race
opens with a reflection on the
gendered history of consump-
tion. The construction of male
and female consumership is ap-
proached from a media perspec-
tive. Again, the examples used
are engaging, but the significance
of factors other than media’s role
in shaping gendered consumer-
ship could have been addressed.
The chapter offers compelling
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accounts of consumer decision-
making within families as well
as of the significance that sexu-
ality has for consumption. The
latter topic, in particular, has
been quite neglected within the
sociology of consumption, and
thus could have profited from
an extended discussion. Race
is considered mainly within the
American context. Finally, the
chapter introduces the quite re-
cent intersectional approach to
the study of consumption.

Writing a whole chapter on
the connections of life course
and consumption shows great
insight on part of the author.
Although, the chapter might
have been more logically intro-
duced before the chapters on
class and gender. The chapter’s
only weakness is the section
discussing elderly consumers.
Consumption and third age has
recently been much studied in
the sociology of consumption,
yet the book’s section on the
topic remains very short, and
does not even mention the
term ‘third age’ Itis in particular
this section that would deserve
more attention in a possible fu-

ture edition of the book.

Consumer-citizenship, which
has been a prominent topic in
the sociology of consumption
for years, has been granted two
whole chapters in the book. The
section on the historical develop-

ment of consumer-citizenship
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may be considered commenda-
ble, asit once again deals not only
with American developments,

but Asian and European as well.

Stillerman’s book is decidedly an
introduction to the essentials of
sociology of consumption deliv-
ered with a strong global touch. It
is no easy task to write a general
work on consumer culture with-
out eventually only describing the
consumer culture within which
the author themselves live. This
book will no doubt serve well for
teaching purposes, and by virtue
of its simple language and clear
structure itis well-suited as course
material, even for undergraduates
who are not all that familiar with
reading texts in English.

Outi Sarpila
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