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Abstract

In a referendum on July 5, 2015, a majority of 61% voted against continued austerity in Greece.
On September 20 of that year, Syriza, a radical left-wing party that previously ran on an anti-
austerity platform, won the elections despite announcing the adoption of a new memorandum and
the continuation of austerity. This study aims to shift the question from what happened to Syriza’s
radical left program to what caused the part of Greek society that initially supported this program
to, in what seemed like a heel turn, passively accept the continuation of austerity measures. This
question is answered through the construction of a subjectification theory (based on the concepts
of imaginary credit and imaginary debf) which brings together Louis Althusser’s notions of Unique
Subject and interpellation, the sociology of imitation of Gabriel Tarde, and the social imaginary of
Charles Taylor. The social and political response of individuals during periods of political-
economic crisis can be better understood by investigating how they create and expand their social
and moral bonds, which in turn provides insight into their polity (social becoming) during the pre-
crisis period. This study analyzes people’s self-governing and the reproduction of the consumption
sphere, as a modern space of social becoming, through the social mechanism of imaginary credit
and debt. The individuals’ desire to conform, based on an imaginary credit which allows them to
freely imitate higher-status members of society and thus socially ascend, constructs an imaginary
of social mobility which is then ‘paid back’ through conformity, that is, following the practices
necessary for the conformist subject to close the social and the moral distance between them and
the Unique Subject. This imaginary debt — that is, the desire to conform — is facilitated through
political and economic channels, such as mass credit expansion and political strategies that foster
the social becoming of individuals within the consumption sphere. When this moral order and
social structure comes into crisis, individuals, even if they cannot repay their real debts, will still
desire to pay back their imaginary debt and defend their moral order because it mediates their
social coherence — the moral viability of their polity. Social and political protest and passivity during
periods of crisis should thus be approached through the question of whether any of these
(in)actions facilitate the established self-governing order and belonging of individuals. The case of
Greece and its transition from social protest against the austerity measures to sociopolitical
passivity offers a contemporary example of this process.

Key words: imaginary credit, imaginary debt, social imaginary, crisis, leftist movement, protest,
passivity, consumption, imitation, Marxism, Greece, Syriza.
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Introduction: Why is this project relevant?

In 2010, Greece received 250 billion euros, “the biggest financial assistance package in history to
a country of just 11 million people and with a GDP in 2010 of EUR 220 billion,”" as part of a
bailout agreement or ‘rescue package’ under the supervision of the Troika (the International
Monetary Fund [IMF], the European Commission [EC], and the European Central Bank [ECB]).
The austerity measures that were part of this agreement contributed to the further rise of Greek
public debt, unemployment, and GDP reduction. In the United States, during the period from
1929-1934, GDP fell around 20% before the start of the economic recovery”. In Greece from
2008 to 2013, by comparison, GDP fell more than 20% and continued its downwatd trajectory’
until it reached 32% by the end of 2015*

In 2011, half of the Greek population could not meet its tax and loan obligations, and was forced
to buy low-quality goods’. Unemployment rose from 10.46% in the fourth quarter of 2009 to
20.64% in the fourth quarter of 2011°. The constant deterioration in the standard of living brought
hundreds of thousands of people into the streets to protest against the austerity measures. In 2011,
more than one-third of the population took part in such demonstrations. Syriza, a radical left-wing
Greek party that had around 4%—5% of the vote at the time, became increasingly popular thanks
to its anti-austerity rhetoric. Between 2010 and 2013, Greek households experienced around a 40%
reduction in their income’. In 2013, one-third of the 28.1% of households that had acquired their
first residence with a mortgage were afraid that they would lose their homes, as they could not

afford the payments®. In 2011, 42.6% of Greek households relied on pensions as their main source

! Nicholas Kyriazis and Emmanouel Economou, “The Memornada [sic] Trap and Almost Fall of the
Greek Economy,” University Library of Munich, no. 76404, Germany (April 20106): 3.

2 Dimitri B. Papadimitriou, Michalis Nikiforos, and Gennaro Zezza, “The Greek Economic Crisis and the
Experience of Austerity: A Strategic Analysis,” The Levy Economics Institute of Bard College (2013): 1-25.

3 Ibid.

+ Kyriazis and Economou, “The Memornada Trap,” 4.

5> IME GSEVEE Surveys, “Income - Expenses of Households - December 2012, accessed February 2,
2018, http://www.imegsevee.gr/imesutrveys/602-income-expenses-of-households-december-2012

¢ OECD, “Unemployment Rate (Indicator),” 2017, accessed December 12, 2017,
https://data.oecd.org/unemp /unemployment-rate.htm

7IME GSEVEE Surveys, “Households Income — Expenditure,” accessed December 12, 2017,
http://www.imegsevee.gr/imesurveys/796-households-income-expeditutre

8 Ibid.



http://www.imegsevee.gr/imesurveys/602-income-expenses-of-households-december-2012
https://data.oecd.org/unemp/unemployment-rate.htm
http://www.imegsevee.gr/imesurveys/796-households-income-expediture

of income; in 2014, this number reached 52%’. In January 2015, youth unemployment'’ was at

50.1% and total unemployment at around 25%, the highest in the EU".

During January 2015, amidst this economic environment, Syriza became the first radical left-wing
European party to form a government touting an anti-austerity program. On June 27, 2015, after
an unsuccessful attempt to negotiate an alternative agreement, Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras
(Sytiza) announced a referendum on the continuation of the austerity measures proposed to
Greece. On July 5, 2015, a majority of 61% voted no to continued austerity. On September 20,
2015, Syriza won the elections, despite announcing the adoption of a new memorandum and the

continuation of austerity measures'?.

Most of the literature, especially from the leftist perspective, has covered this phenomenon which
was characterized by two ostensibly contradictory events (a referendum against austerity and
elections in favor of it), by focusing on Syriza’s strategy. Syriza has been viewed in several ways: as
a defeated inclusionary left-wing populist party, as a party which followed the social-democratic
path and betrayed its radical leftist origins, or as a heroic, truly radical left-wing party which lost
the class war. As Slavoj Zizek argues, “Syriza exemplified this true tragedy: one day they win, and
the next day they surrender. It is not a ‘betrayal’, but a genuine tragedy — a radical dead end.”"”
There is also the argument of the strategic compromise, supported by Syriza’s leadership, which
states that though the battle may have been lost against the neoliberal establishment of the
European Union (EU), the class war goes on. There are also other, more radical explanations, such
as Johannes Agnoli’s, which claim that the radical left lost, the moment it became part of the state

within the context of patliamentary democracy:

9 IME GSEVEE Sutveys, “More Than 1/3 of the Population Double-Trapped by Poverty and Debt,”

accessed December 12, 2017, http://www.imegsevee.gr/imesurveys/1002-more-than-13-of-the-

population-double-trapped-by-poverty-and-debt

10 Susanne Kraatz, “Youth Unemployment in Greece: Situation Before the Government Change,” Po/icy

Department A: Economy and Scientific Policy, European Parliament, June 22, 2015,

http://www.europarl.europa.ecu/RegData/etudes/BRIE /2015/542220 /IPOL. BRI1%282015%29542220
EN.pdf

11 OECD, “Unemployment Rate (Indicator).”

12 For a description of the austerity measures, see Kyriazis and Economou, “The Memornada Trap,” 18—

19.

13 Slavoj Zizek and Benjamin Ramm, “Slavoj Zizek on Brexit, the Crisis of the Left, and the Future of

Europe,” gpenDemocracy, June 30, 2016, https://www.opendemocracy.net/can-europe-make-it/slavoij-

zizek-benjamin-ramm/slavoi-i-ek-on-brexit-crisis-of-left-and-future-of-eur
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http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/542220/IPOL_BRI%282015%29542220_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/542220/IPOL_BRI%282015%29542220_EN.pdf
https://www.opendemocracy.net/can-europe-make-it/slavoj-zizek-benjamin-ramm/slavoj-i-ek-on-brexit-crisis-of-left-and-future-of-eur
https://www.opendemocracy.net/can-europe-make-it/slavoj-zizek-benjamin-ramm/slavoj-i-ek-on-brexit-crisis-of-left-and-future-of-eur

“Pressure from the street” is the legitimate means of an extra-parliamentary opposition whose
petitions that play by the rules of social order always end up in the wastebasket of parliament and the

government.!'4

There is one problem with all of the above approaches: They neglect the Greek citizens who first
protested and then accepted or tolerated the austerity measures. There has been no research as of
yet investigating how the people themselves moved from protest and support of a radical left-wing
party to passivity. The popular leftist narrative of the reproduction of austerity as a power relation
between an enforcer and a victim is one of the main misleading starting points. The question here
is: What social and cultural structures mediated the individual understanding of the “social,” of the polity, and
reproduced a form of political passivity which fostered the acceptance of the austerity measures? This shift in focus

is the first reason why this study is relevant.

The second reason is its epistemological approach to answering this question. Greek society — not
least as a consequence of deepening European integration — has been characterized by profound
normative pressure on its (especially middle-class) citizens with respect to upward social mobility.
In many cases, this has led to a kind of “conspicuous consumption” (a term borrowed from
Thorstein Veblen, see chapter three) based on consumer credit, through which citizens
ostentatiously demonstrate their dedication to increasing their social status. Taking out private
loans thus enables individuals to conform to societal expectations: They pay back an “imaginary
debt” to society by taking on economic debt. This study investigates how this normative obedience
to the promise of upward mobility corresponds to a political passivity that has prevented
opposition to austerity from becoming sustainable. It examines how the social imaginary of social
mobility actually functions within the consumption sphere, but also at the social-cultural and
national levels, which explains the fetishized value that the single European currency has acquired
for the majority of Greeks. This how is answered through the construction of a theoretical model
(based on the concepts of imaginary credit and debt) that brings together the sociology of imitation
of Gabriel Tarde and the social imaginary of Charles Taylor. This theoretical model makes up the

second contribution of this study.

14 Johannes Agnoli, “Theses on the Transformation of Democracy and on the Extra-Parliamentary
Opposition,” trans. Michael Shane Boyle and Daniel Spaulding, 17ew Point Magazine, October 12, 2014,
https://www.viewpointmag.com/2014/10/12/theses-on-the-transformation-of-democracy-and-on-the-
extra-parliamentary-opposition
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The thesis is composed of seven chapters. Chapter one discusses the rise of Syriza and its shift
from an anti-austerity political and economic strategy to the full adoption and reproduction of
austerity measures. Its aim is to highlight the analytical limitations of attempting to account for the
social transition from protest to passivity through Syriza’s political swing. The last section of
chapter one presents different aspects of the sociopolitical passivity and practices of protest of
Greek households, which will later be incorporated into the social mechanism of imaginary credit

and debt.

Chapters two to five establish the study’s theoretical foundations, while chapters six to seven focus
on the construction of desirable subjectivities through political-economic processes (such as mass
credit expansion) and in political discourse. More specifically, chapter two lays out the initial
theoretical framework for the later construction of the social mechanism of imaginary credit and
debt. It discusses Karl Marx’s view on social becoming and the establishment of the consumption
sphere as a modern space of the individual’s understanding of the social and political. The
theoretical starting point begins with Marx because the concept of social becoming is central to
this research. Through Marx’s theory of historical materialism, this chapter begins an initial
investigation of how a consumption-induced sociality replaces the labor-induced sociality. The
second reason Marx is important here is the need to highlight the necessity for a transition to Louis
Althusser’s conceptual tools of Unigue Subject and interpellation in order to further explore how the
consumption-induced sociality actually functions. This theoretical transition consists of the first
component of subjectification (interpellation and Unique Subject). The third reason to use Marx
as a theoretical departure point is a parallel analysis of Tarde’s and Marx’s materialism concerning
the social as a productive force. The social organization of individuals and their cooperation as a
productive force could be explained through different streams of imitation. At the same time, the
blockages and the reproduction of different streams of imitation could also be explained through

Marx’s conceptualization of the relations between productive forces and property structures.

Chapter two introduces the concept of the conformist subject, which is used in combination with the
work of Althusser to produce some conceptual tools for the later analysis of how individuals
reproduce their social becoming within the consumption sphere. This chapter also introduces the

sociological abstract scheme of the relation between the conformist and the Unique Subject.

Chapter three explores how the relation between the conformist subject and the Unique Subject
functions within the consumption sphere, that is, how one individual socially influences another

towards certain consumer practices. Starting from some elementary economic literature (John
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Maynard Keynes, Irving Fisher, Milton Friedman), the chapter highlights the need for a
sociological analytical framework (James Duesenberry and Veblen) through which to investigate

why individuals increase their consumption.

Chapter four introduces Tarde’s sociology of imitation, which supplies an answer to the
sociological challenges of chapter three’s discussion of why individuals follow certain consumer
practices. It highlights the social function of witation between the conformist subject and the
Unique Subject and undertakes a general comparative examination of Marx’s and Tarde’s
materialism. It also presents Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of pretention (when an individual pretends
that s/he belongs to a higher social class by cultivating a certain lifestyle) and distinction (when an
individual creates a distance between het-/himself and another individual) together with Tarde’s

concept of free imitation.

Chapter five provides the theoretical backbone of the study. The social mechanism of iwaginary
credit and imaginary debt, the culmination of this study’s theoretical work, is constructed. Tarde’s
sociology of imitation and Taylot’s imaginary are combined in order to demonstrate how the
imaginary of social mobility functions through imitation within the consumption sphere. Here, the
social reproduction of the relations between the conformist subject and the Unique Subject is fully

explained. This is the second component of subjectification (imitation and social imaginary).

Chapter six marks the beginning of the third part of the study and offers the initial data sets that
will be interpreted through the lens of imaginary social credit and debt. It mainly focuses on the

mass credit expansion in Greece and the strategies of the banking sector.

Chapter seven explores the construction of the future expectations of Greek households by
examining their economic conditions and political environment, and investigates the
subjectification process through which individuals were led towards housing loans and consumer

credit, with a focus on the role of future expectations as related to imaginary credit.
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PART ONE: THE TWILIGHT OF THE ANTI-AUSTERITY PROGRAM

Chapter 1: Syriza and the implementation of the austerity measures

1.1 Syriza as a left coalition: The programmatic goals and the Thessaloniki program

Syriza is a radical left political party which came into power during the Greek elections on January
25, 2015. Syriza won the elections based on its leftist, anti-austerity program and formed a coalition
government with the right-wing party Anel (Independent Greeks). The urgency of a sustainable
anti-austerity strategy to break out of the severe economic recession overrode the ideological
differences between Syriza and Anel. Six months later, on July 5, 2015 the Greek government held
a referendum on the bailout conditions (austerity measures) for the management of the public-
debt crisis by the so-called “institutions” (the EC, the ECB, and the IMF). Voters rejected them
by a majority of 61%, but a week later, on July 12, 2015, the government agreed with the
institutions to a prolongation of austerity measures in return for a three-year extension to the
bailout agreement. On August 14, 2015, the night the agreement came before the Greek parliament
for a vote, forty-three MPs voted against the bailout, and this triggered new elections on September
20, 2015. Syriza won the elections and again formed a coalition government with Anel. Chapter
one briefly discusses the twilight of Syriza’s leftist, anti-austerity program. This discussion does
not aim to highlight the Greek political and economic historical context that led to the Greek crisis
and austerity measures or the European monetary and fiscal developments of this period. The
purpose of the first chapter is to follow Syriza’s strategies, in order to decouple them from the
contradiction between sociopolitical protest and political inertia and tolerance of austerity among

the Greek citizens themselves.

Syriza formed in 2004 as a complex electoral alliance of many political and social organizations
from different leftist traditions (old members of the Greek Communist Party, Maoists, Trotskyists,
other groups with communist backgrounds, and social democrats)."” This coalition was formed by
the strongest party of the alliance, Synaspismos, and twelve other political groups, five of whom

belonged to the revolutionary extra-parliamentary Left."

1> Stathis Kouvelakis, “Greece: Phase One,” Jacobin, January 22, 2015,
https://www.jacobinmag.com/2015/01/phase-one/.

16 John Milios, “The Greek Left Tradition and SYRIZA: From ‘Subversion’ to the new Austerity
Memorandum,” (2016): 9, accessed July 7, 2017,
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“The radical left no longer exists as a movement in the pre-1989 sense, with (albeit in few European
countries) strongly institutionalised parties embedded in subcultures with a panoply of affiliated
social organisations.”"” However, as Stathis Kouvelakis writes, “the formation of Syriza was based

on the conception of the political process otiented toward activism.”"®

In 2012, when anti-austerity movements in Greece were in their highest peak, “Tsipras very
strongly emphasized at that time that the perspective was not just a Syriza government, but a

government of the whole of the anti-austerity left [...] and of the social movements.”"”

At that time, Tsipras referred specifically to the experience of Bolivia, and one of the most
significant initiatives taken by Syriza, between the May and June 2012 elections, was to call a
kind of general assembly of the movements in a dialogue with the leadership of Syriza. It was
an absolutely extraordinary event. The participation of leaders of campaigns, of trade unions,
of things of that type in a dialogue with Tsipras and some other members of the leadership
gave a very strong image of the type of political and social perspective that Syriza at the time

was defending.?

The programmatic goals

The first congress of Syriza took place from July 10—14, 2013. Syriza’s main declared goal was to
take the “historic responsibility to deliver the Greek people from the catastrophic neoliberal
memoranda policies that have turned our country into a debt colony and led its creative, social,

and productive forces to marginalization.’’21

The party’s programmatic goals were presented as the basis of a future Government of the Left

which would seek to unite the different left political and social forces®:

1. Cancelation of the Memoranda.

https:/ /www.researchgate.net/publication/299687508_The_Greek_Left Tradition_and_SYRIZA_From
_Subversion_to_the_new_Austerity Memorandum

17 Luke March, “Beyond Syriza and Podemo, other radical left parties are threatening to break into the
mainstream of Buropean politics,” LSE Blog, March 24, 2015, accessed December 11, 2018,
http://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/europpblog/2015/03/24/beyond-syriza-and-podemos-other-radical-left-parties-

are-threatening-to-break-into-the-mainstream-of-european-politics

18 Kouvelakis, “Greece: Phase One.”

19 Thid.

20 Thid.

2l Left.gr, “The political resolution of the 1st congress of SYRIZA,” August 5, 2013, accessed July 0,
2017, https://left.gr/news/political-resolution-1st-congress-svriza

22 Ibid.
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2. Restoration of all working rights (collective bargaining, minimum wage, pensions,
unemployment benefits, etc.) and recognition of the suspension of thousands public
servants as illegal and unconstitutional.

3. Major tax reforms (high taxation on high incomes, large property, and the Church’s
property) and, most importantly, cancelation of “the privileges of the oligarchy and
multinational corporations.””

4. Nationalization of the banking system and creation of public banks to support the
agricultural sector, small and medium-sized businesses, and public housing.

5. Cancelation of planned privatizations.

6. Claim of war reparations from Germany: “Repayment of the loan extracted during the
German occupation, and the return of the archaeological treasures, as a minimum debt of
honor to the thousands of fighters of the Greek Resistance, who paid a heavy toll of blood
in the first line of the antifascist war for the liberation of our country and the whole of

2924

Europe.
7. Withdrawal from NATO.

The text concludes with the note that these proposals are the party’s main priorities and that the

<

overthrow of the memoranda policies is an “uncompromising political struggle”® for “the

restoration of democracy and popular sovereignty.”*

The Thessaloniki program

Around three months before the legislative elections January 25, 2015 (which Syriza won), on
September 13, 2014, a more concrete version of Syriza’s program was presented to the public in
the city of Thessaloniki. This was essentially a milder version of the goals of the 1st Congress, with
a parallel effort to present them as a realistic plan based on budget calculations.”

Some of its most popular points were:

1. The writing-off of the greater part of the public debt’s nominal value, with a growth clause

in the repayment of the remaining part.

23 Ibid.

24 Ibid.

2 Ibid.

26 Ibid.

27 For the complete Thessaloniki program, see http://www.syriza.gr/article/id /59907 /SYRIZA---"THE-
THESSALONIKI-PROGRAMME html#.WV5mhYWO0IPb (accessed February 22, 2018).
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2. Repayment of the Nazi-occupation forced loan from the Bank of Greece.
3. Reversing the memorandum injustices (restorations of pensions, salaries, and the welfare
state) based on an anti-austerity “National Reconstruction Plan” for the restoration of the

economy and democracy through major tax reforms.

The Thessaloniki program concludes that the estimated cost of its realization would be €11.382

billion, and the estimated revenue €12 billion.

1.2 The strategy of the re-negotiation of the austerity measures

Some of Syriza’s main goals during the 1st Congress in 2013 were the cancelation of the
memoranda, the writing-off the greater part of the country’s debt, and a national plan for the
reconstruction of the economy. These goals are reiterated in the Thessaloniki program. In addition,
claiming war reparations from Germany was often cited as a priority. This served to highlight a
paradox in the moralization of the debtor: Why was Greece immoral as debtor, but Germany was

not, even though it refuses to recognize its own debt?
The Greek government promoted the war reparations as a moral issue:

‘For the Greeks, the issue of the forced occupation loan and German reparations is not a
material issue, but rather a moral one,” said Tsipras. ‘And I believe both countries have to
work together to solve this moral issue, which concerns both the Greek and German

people.’2

Syriza’s argument for war reparations as a moral issue can be summarized in five points and is

directly related with the renegotiation of the Greek public debt and austerity measures:
1. Germany is also indebted and refuses to pay for political reasons.

2. Moral attributions are more complex than the simplistic depictions of the indebted as

immoral and irresponsible.

28 Sarah Taylor, “Austerity and Reparations: Merkel and Tsipras Agree to Disagree,” Euronews, March 23,
2015, http://www.euronews.com/2015/03/23 /austerity-and-reparations-merkel-and-tsipras-agree-to-

disagree/
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3. The German occupation loan was forced, and the conditions (austerity measures) under

which Greece accepted the bailout loans towards were also forced.

4. In Greece the collective memory and trauma of the enforced loans, during the period of

the occupation of Greece by the Axis Powers, is still vivid.

5. Greeks refuse to be portrayed in pejorative cultural terms.

According to Public Issue, one of the leading opinion polling companies in Greece, in April 2015,
64% of Greeks reported feeling informed about the war reparations and 52% about the German
forced occupation loan.”” However, although 92% of Greeks believed that Germany still owes

Greece a debt, 75% of Greeks considered repayment unlikely.”

The German government ruled out any possibility of renegotiation of the war-reparation®.

It becomes evident that the issue of war reparations was less of a direct economic goal for the
Greek government than a strategy to open up space for negotiation.

To sum up, the strategy to renegotiate the austerity measures had three dimensions:

>

1. Direct renegotiation of the bailout conditions with the “Troika,’

called, the “institutions” (ECB, EC, IMF).

or as they were later

2. Claim to the war reparations from Germany (more of a symbolic tactic than an actual
economic goal).

3. Syriza’s national anti-austerity plan for the reconstruction of the economy.

2 Public Issue, “Special Issue: Greek public opinion on the issue of German war reparations and the
forced occupation loan,” April 2015, http://www.publicissue.gr/en/2048/pol-bar-143-april-2015-spec-

30 Ibid.

31 Frank-Walter Steinmeier of the SPD stated: “We Germans are fully aware of our political and moral
responsibility for the terrible events between 1941 and 1944 in Greece |...] Still, we are firmly convinced
that all reparations issues, including forced loans, have been judicially settled once-and-for-all. See
Euronews, “Germany Rejects Greek Government Calls for Second World War Reparations,” February 11,
2015, http://www.euronews.com/2015/02/11 /germany-rejects-greek-government-calls-for-second-
world-war-reparations/ German Finance Minister Wolfgang Schiuble stated: ‘I deem that such statements
are irresponsible. Instead of misleading the people in Greece it would be better to show them the road to
reform.” He is also reported to have said: “The issue was settled a long time ago. Paying reparations is out
of the question.” See Euronews, “Schaeuble: Greek WWII Reparation Report ‘Irresponsible,” April 11,
2013, http://www.euronews.com/2013/04/11/w-schacuble-greek-wwii-reparation-report-is-
irresponsible. Markus Soder, Bavaria’s conservative finance minister, suggested that the Greek
government’s strategy to use this issue as a form of distraction from its own internal problems and
obligations was “inappropriate” and “not very clever.” and Vice Chancellor Sigmar Gabriel called the issue
of German war reparations to Greece “stupid.” See Euronews, “Germany Dismisses Greece’s Demand for
Billions in War Reparations,” April 8, 2015, http://www.curonews.com/2015/04/08/germany-dismisses-
greece-s-demand-for-billions-in-war-reparations
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The first dimension is clear, and the second was a tactical/symbolic move. How did the last
dimension fit into to the strategy of renegotiating the bailout agreement? In the Thessaloniki

program there was the following plan:

What will happen though until the negotiation is over? We assume responsibility and are
accordingly committed to the Greek people for a National Reconstruction Plan that will replace
the Memorandum as early as our first days in power, before and regardless of the negotiation

outcome.32

1.3 The political adjustment of Syriza

Syriza’s objective, as mentioned previously, was the formation of a left government that would not
be separated from social movements and activism, but would rather be a part of them. However,

as Syriza’s popularity rapidly increased, the party became

clearly a leader-centered party, and this is accentuated by the fact that the internal structures are
very numerous, dysfunctional, and they tend less and less to function as real centers of
policymaking or of decision making. The whole process of decision making has become actually
more centralized, more opaque, with the leader playing a very crucial role, combined with various
informal leadership circles, rather than a collective leadership, or even a more restricted group of

leaders.?3

The reason behind this transformation, beyond functional requirements to facilitate faster
decision-making, was an effort to control and marginalize the far-left wing of Syriza, also called

the “left platform,” which was not willing to compromise the party’s main programmatic goals.™

The economists (Dragasakis and Stathakis) within the Syriza leadership, were distinguishing

themselves from the programmatic goals of Syriza’s 1st Congress in 2013:

“Dragasakis and Stathakis, for example, made statements that a Syriza government would

never move unilaterally on the position of the debt, but the decision of the party congress

32 Syriza, “The Thessaloniki program”, September 2014,
http://www.syriza.gr/article/id /59907 /SYRIZA---THE-THESSALONIKI-
PROGRAMME html#.WV5mhYWOIPb

33 Kouvelakis, “Greece: Phase One”.

34 Ibid.
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explicitly says that all weapons are on the table and that nothing can be ruled out, if a Syriza

government is blackmailed by the creditors.?
Gradually, the leadership of Syriza became autonomous from the party.”

In June 2014, Syriza won the highest percentage of the vote in the European Parliament elections
and it became clear that Syriza would form the next Greek government.” In order to secure the
electoral result, the leadership of Syriza had attempted to form alliances with established politicians
from the center-left and ran an electoral campaign based on “PR techniques and tricks.”*® This
strategy was criticized by the left platform of Syriza for failing to emphasize the main programmatic

goals, such as the writing-off of the public debt and the nationalization of banks.” In patticular:

“The slogan For a Government of the Left’ was gradually replaced by ‘Government of
National Salvation’; ‘Redistribution of Power, Wealth and Income to the benefit of the
Working Majority” was being displaced by Productive Reconstruction of the Country.” All
programmatic positions regarding the democratic social control of the society and the
economy by the people, the development of self-directed, co-operative productive schemes,
non-market ‘social economy’ etc. were put aside; even SYRIZA’s propositions to tax the rich
(the Party’s Program on the Reform of the Tax System, presented by the President of the
Party himself in March 2013) was cast aside.®

From an economic standpoint, the Thessaloniki program was not considered to be a radical leftist
program, but rather a Keynesian one to restart the Greek economy; it was seen by many leftist
groups within Syriza as a compromise that had to be made, but which should gradually be
changed.” As the leadership of Syriza slowly distanced itself even from its own “soft” positions,

it became evident that the political goal for a leftist government was over.

On October 12, 2013, Yanis Varoufakis, before becoming finance minister during the
renegotiation of the bailout agreement between Greece and the institutions, wrote an article titled
“Tears, Blood, and Dignity.”* He criticized Syriza’s programmatic goals and promises to the

Greek people that 1) Greece would exit the Memoranda, 2) thousands of jobs would be created,

35 Ibid.

36 Thid.

37 Milios, “From ‘Subversion’ to the New Austerity Memorandum,” 10.

38 Kouvelakis, “Greece: Phase One.”

% Ibid.

40 Milios, “From ‘Subversion’ to the New Austerity Memorandum,” 10

41 Thid.

4 Yanis Varoufakis, “Adxpva, Aipo, Afionpénewa’” [Tears, blood, and dignity|, Protagon, October 12, 2013,
http://www.protagon.gr/apopseis/editorial /dakrya-aima-aksioprepeia-28362000000
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and 3) the economic recession would end. The only thing, according to Varoufakis, that Syriza
could actually promise to the Greek citizens was “tears and blood.”” Varoufakis reiterated this
position on September 15, 2014, in a response to Syriza’s Thessaloniki program.* In other words,

Varoufakis clearly distanced himself from Sytiza’s political program™®.

How did the Greek citizens support Syriza after it had completely abandoned its programmatic

goals?

Syriza’s compromise is evidence of the Greek population’s meandering between support for a
radical leftist party and disinclination to support radical leftist policies. However, while there is a
correlation between the Greek population’s and Syriza’s meandering, Syriza’s meandering is clear
and easily explained. What is less clear are the reasons for the population’s swing. Thus, a more
interesting and still unexplored question to be researched from an economic-sociological analytical
context is why the Greek citizens participated in anti-austerity mass protests and supported a
radical leftist program, only to quickly abandon it out of sociopolitical passivity? The answer to
this question is crucial to concentrate not on the existing challenges or contradictions of radical
leftist programs themselves, but on the contemporary economic, social, and cultural structures in

which they are situated.

After winning the legislative elections, the leadership of Syriza circulated its position for the
renegotiation of the bailout conditions to the party, arguing that “we should stick to the euro [...]
we should prepare ourselves for all kinds of initiatives and objectives.” As discussed in the

previous section, the leadership of Syriza had already abandoned the Thessaloniki program, even

43 Ibid.

# Yanis Varoufakis, “Mio & AE®” [Another TIF], Protagon, September 15, 2014,
http://www.protagon.gr/apopseis/ editorial /mia-alli-deth-36368000000

4 In 2017, “In comments during a television interview on the Athens-based Skai television station,
Varoufakis said a welfare spending and stimulus package announced by SYRIZA leader Alexis Tsipras in
2014, months before the snap January 2015 election, was ‘nonsense’. Referring to the so-called “Thessaloniki
program’, named after the city where Tsipras unveiled it, Varoufakis said he received assurances that it
would not be implemented once SYRIZA had assumed power.” See Naftemporiki, “Varoufakis: Third
bailout spells end of Tsipras govt [sic]; SYRIZA stimulus, spending plan ‘nonsense,” May 12, 2017,
http://www.naftemporiki.gr/printStory/1234757 Varoufakis was asked during this interview if the
leadership of Syriza had known before the elections that the Thessaloniki program would not be
implemented and his answer was “Apparently!”. See Lelo CaNA ViDeos, “O I'dvng Bapovganng
noheopévog g exmopmig - (ATAIPIAXTOI)(ZKAL 12.5.2017) [Yanis Varoufakis guest of the show
Atairiastoi], video, 40:32, see 13:22-13:37, May 12, 2017,
https://www.voutube.com/watch?v=ikmQQ3DC-WY Varoufakis then also added: ‘But let’s be fair to the
leadership of Syriza. Do you know any political party that implemented the economic programmatic goals
of its electoral campaign after the elections?’ See Lelo CaNA ViDeos, “O I'tdvne Bapovganyg xaieouévog
g exmopmis - (ATAIPIAZTOI)(XKAT 12.5.2017) [Yanis Varoufakis guest of the show Atairiastoi], video,
40:32, see 13:37-13:46, May 12, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ikmQQ3DC-WY

46 Kouvelakis, “Greece: Phase One.”
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before the elections. After the elections, Varoufakis was appointed finance minister, and
“repeatedly declared publically that 70 per cent of the Memorandum (the austerity ‘financial
stability Program’) is favorable for Greece. However, the SYRIZA government did not come to

power supporting 70 per cent of the Memorandum.”*’

On February 20, 2015 the Greek government agreed to a four-month extension of the existing
Memorandum. Afterwards, the government attempted “to get an Agreement that would simply
leave intact the existing neoliberal institutional and economic framework, with no further austerity
measures to be taken as regards low and medium incomes,”*® but this proposal was rejected by the
institutions, and on June 206, the Greek prime minister announced a referendum on the proposed
agreement from the institutions, the so-called “Juncker Plan.”* On July 12, 2015, despite that fact
that the majority of Greeks voted “no” on the Juncker proposal, the government agreed to “an

99550

Agreement with the ‘Institutions’ which practically duplicated the ‘Juncker plan.

There is already a rapidly growing body of literature on Syriza’s strategy during the renegotiation
of the Memorandum. Costas Lapavitsas, a member of the left platform, developed very structured
arguments in favor of a Grexit, criticizing Syriza for being “the first example of a government of
the left that has not simply failed to deliver on its promises but also adopted the programme of

the opposition, wholesale.”'

John Milios offered Marxist arguments on how the question of
currency is of secondary importance and Syriza’s focus should actually have been on the social
reorganization of productive class relations in Greece, since the currency itself (whether euro or
drachma) does not guarantee the social redistribution of wealth. According to Milios, Syriza’s

sioning this agreement was not a tactical revolutionary left compromise, as Tsipras argued.”? On
gning g y > g

the contrary, the agreement signaled Syriza’s transformation into a social-democratic party”’.

Varoufakis was from the beginning a proponent of a solution within the Eurozone and he

complained that the government, after the referendum on Juncker Plan, essentially did not

47 Milios, “From ‘Subversion’ to the new Austerity Memorandum,” 12.

48 Tbid.

49 Tbid.

50 Tbid.

51 Costas Lapavitsas, “One year on, Syriza has sold its soul for power,” The Guardian, 25 January 2016,
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/jan/25/one-year-on-syriza-radicalism-power-euro-

alexis-tsipras.
52 Kostas Arvanitis, “Behind the Compromise: An interview with Alexis Tsipras,” Jacobin, October 8,

2015,

53 “Social-Democracy conceived capitalism as a system that can be politically managed so as to become
beneficial to both capital and labour” See Milios, “From ‘Subversion’ to the new Austerity
Memorandum,” 17.
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negotiate any further. Furthermore, he publicly discussed his proposals which, during his time as
minister of finance, were rejected by Syriza’s leadership.”* In contrast to Lapavitsas, who argued
that Greece could handle a Grexit and that this would be the only sustainable economic strategy
for the recovery of Greek economy, Varoufakis doubted whether Greece could actually manage a
Grexit, “because managing the collapse of a monetary union takes a great deal of expertise, and
I’'m not sure we have it here in Greece without the help of outsiders.” Varoufakis harshly
criticized the conditions of the three-year ESM program,” and stated that after this agreement,

7 and Greece was now a “slave.””® He claimed that the

“there [was] no Greek government
government signed an agreement with the institutions whose very first page states (in Varoufakis’s
words) that “I (the Greek government) am committed to agree with you, but you are not
committed to agree with me.”” Lastly, the leadership of Syriza argued that this agreement was the

result of blackmail, but:

If we try to look at this process objectively, we can only be proud to have led this fight. [...]
If I [after the Greek referendum| did what my heart wanted to do — to get up, bang my fist
on the table, and leave — the foreign branches of Greek banks would collapse on that very

day.”0

Despite the outcome of the renegotiation, Tsipras refers to it as a “moral victory for Greece and
its left government.”®" In 2016, the Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung published a work called Mapping the
European 1eft: Socialist Parties in the EU* by Dominic Heilig. In the introduction, editors Stefanie
Ehmsen and Albert Scharenberg describe the re-election of Syriza after the Greek Referendum as

a triumph of the left:

In the course of this conflict, Merkel, Schiuble & Co. succeeded in defending the

cornerstones of their neoliberal austerity regime against the Greek attack and forcing SYRIZA

> See Harry Lampert, “Yanis Varoufakis full transcript: Our battle to save Greece,” New Statesman, July
13, 2015,
http://www.newstatesman.com/world-affairs /2015/07 /vanis-varoufakis-full-transcript-our-battle-save-

(7TI'C€CC

55 Ibid.

5 See https://varoufakis.files.wordpress.com/2015/08 /mou-annotated-by-yv.pdf, accessed July 9, 2017
57 Holly Ellyatt and Carolin Roth, “Greece like a ‘slave’ to lenders with little power left: Varoufakis,”
CNBC, September 28, 2016, https://www.cnbc.com/2016/09/28/greece-like-a-slave-to-lenders-with-
little-power-left-varoufakis.html

58 Ibid.

59 Ibid.

%0 Arvanitis, “Behind the Compromise.”

o1 Ibid.

92 Dominik Heilig, Mapping the European Left: Socialist Parties in the EU (New York: Rosa Luxemburg
Stiftung, 2016), http://www.rosalux-nyc.org/wp-content/files mf/theleftineurope eng.pdf
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to accept cornerstones of this regime. At the same time, however, the re-clection of the
Tsipras government in September 2015 demonstrated that the Troika did not succeed in

getting rid of the leftist ‘troublemakers.’s3

In conclusion, the current literature and discussion in the left camp is focused on what (if anything)

went wrong with Syriza’s strategy. Stathis Kouvelakis writes that:

“The whole atmosphere in Greece has changed dramatically since [2012]: there has been a
decline in social movements, combined with an atmosphere of relative demoralization and
passivity — despite, of course, important sectoral struggles. With qualifications of course, the
overall atmosphere in the country is very different than in 2012, marked especially by the
decline of social mobilization, so the line of Syriza from that perspective is more one of an

adaptation to the dominant trend®.

The above mentioned approach relates the decline of social movements and political inertia to
Syriza’s adaptation to the dominant trend. The central research question of this project is not
about the strategy or the political shortcomings of Syriza, but a reconstruction of a symbolic
structure which enables plausible assumptions of how the Greek electorate in its majority behaved
with a contradictory way. However, this study cannot explain the political behavior of concrete
voters, but offers an interpretive paradigm of how seemingly down-to-earth processes in the
political economy wield strong imaginary powers, and how these powers can be put to use in
understanding political change and political inertia. Taking this fact into consideration, the aim of
the next chapter is to present certain empirical data about the political inertia of Greek citizens,

and to highlight the Greek citizens’ support of the Euro currency.

1.4 The sociopolitical passivity of the Greek citizens

At this point, it is important to devote a section to the political inertia of Greek citizens. The first
dimension to be highlighted is Greeks’ electoral participation during the rise of Syriza, the Greek
Referendum, and the elections that Syriza won, despite later adopting the austerity measures. In
the graph below, we can observe that Greeks’ electoral participation declined, and continued to
do so in spite of the Greek crisis, the anti-austerity protests, and the rise of Syriza. Secondly, again

somewhat surprisingly, 63.94% of people voted in the election that Syriza won; in the Greek

03 Ibid., 1.

64 Kouvelakis, “Greece: Phase One.”
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Referendum, which signified a great moment for the future of the country, only 60% voted. In the

elections of September 2015, the percentage dropped to a historical low of 56.1%.

Graph 1: Total turnout in Greek legislative elections (including the 2015 Referendum), 1996-2015

e TUrnout

—
65,12 — 2,49 — 63,94 — 63 15

—

2012 (June) 2015 Referendum (July)

Source: Hellenic Ministry of Interiot, see http://www.ypes.gt/en/Elections/NationalElections/Results/

The next dimension to be examined is participation in anti-austerity protests and the growing
political passivity of Greek society. When Syriza adopted the strategy of the austerity measures,
firstly, with the February 20, 2015 agreement on the extension of the bailout agreement and later
after the referendum on July 5, there was no mobilization equivalent to the protest movements
before Syriza had formed a government. However, the passivity of Greek citizens had been evident
as early as March 2012. The graph below shows the intensity of large-scale (5,000-500,000

participants) anti-austerity protests in Athens from 2010-2012.
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Graph 2: Large protest events in Athens, 2010-2012
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The anti-austerity protests and movements weakened as Syriza’s electoral base grew. During the

legislative elections of June 2012, Syriza increased its electoral power from 4.6% to 16.8% and

became the main opposition in the Greek parliament.

Karyotis and Riidig identify three waves of anti-austerity mobilization between 2010-2015. The

first wave, in 2010, was made up of “professional” protesters (trade unionists, extra-parliamenta
> s p p p > p ry

% Georgios Karyotis and Wolfgang Ridig, “The Three Waves of Anti-Austerity Protest in Greece, 2010—
2015, Political Studies Review (2016): 1-12.
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leftists groups, patliamentary left parties).” According to their research, “23% of the adult
population claimed to have participated in anti-austerity demonstrations earlier in the year.”*’
During the second wave, in 2011, 36% of the adult population took part in demonstrations.* This
wave included younger people than the first, “but none of the other variables associated with ‘old’
or ‘new’ social movements figure as statistically significant predictors. Once the controls are
applied the profile of 2011 demonstrators is rather similar to those from the earlier wave, with the

exception of younger age oroups coming in as sienificant predictors.”®’
y

In 2011 the “Aganaktismeni” movement took place through the occupation of the public square

in front of the Greek parliamentm.

36% of our sample declared having taken part in anti-austerity demonstrations and 29% in
the Aganaktismenoi. A total of 43% claimed to have participated in either demonstrations or
Aganaktismeni, representing quite a remarkable mobilization of the Greek population against

austerity.”!

This second wave attracted more middle-class individuals. In 2010, 60% of anti-austerity protesters
did not identify with any party, while only 3% were close to Syriza.”” In 2015, around 25% of
demonstrators identified with Syriza and 36% did not feel close to any party.” The third wave,
after 2012, included educated people under thirty-five and expressed post-materialist positions
identified as NSM (New Social Movement),” but it was part of the fading anti-austerity
mobilization. In Athens, which is the main focus here since it is where large-scale protests are most

easily organized, there was a constant decline in the number of demonstrations.

6 Ibid., 3.
o7 Ibid.
8 Ibid. 4.
9 Ibid.
70 Ibid.
7 1Ibid., 7.
72 Ibid., 9.
73 Ibid.
7 Ibid., 7.
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Graph 3: Number of demonstrations in Athens, 2011-2015
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Source: Elafros Giannis, “Xtc¢ 15 ot mvnronomoeg nabnpepva oty meviaetia” [15 protests daily in five years],
Rathimerini, May 15, 2016, http://www.kathimerini.gr/859856 /article/epikairothta/ellada/stis-15-oi-kinhtopoihseis-
ka8hmerina-sthn-pentaetia.

Sotirios Zartaloudis refers to the already discussed problematic argument which relates the social

and political protests to Syriza:

Surprisingly, there has been almost no protest over the new austerity round in Greece, a sign
that Greeks have either accepted that there is no alternative or that previous protests were

politically motivated by Syriza and ANEL supporters.’

This argument focuses again on Syriza’s strategies, but a political party with 4% of the vote cannot
organize protests on so large a scale as occurred in 2011 and 2012; moreover, as mentioned above,
the first waves of protesters did not even identify with Syriza’s political agenda. The other aspect
of the argument — that the majority of the Greek citizens accepted that there was no alternative —
has already been discussed. The political inertia cannot be solely explained from Syriza’s concrete
political strategies and needs to be analyzed through the socioeconomic structure and moral order

of the Greek society prior to the crisis.

Another surprising aspect which cannot also be explained through Syriza’s strategies is the

continuous support of the bigger part of the Greek society towards the European single currency.

7> Sotirios Zartaloudis, “Why Greece’s Syriza Party Is Embracing Austerity Now,” Forfune, June 3, 2010,
http://fortune.com/2016/06/03/greece-curozone
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The following lists show the percentage of Greek people who were in favor of the European single
currency and the image and trust that Greek people had towards the EU, based on polls by
Eurobarometer from 2012-2015.

Greeks and the euro

2012: Greeks have one of the highest percentages in the EU-27 in favor of the European single
currency (75% for, 21% against); the average support the EU-27 was 52%."°

2013: Sixty percent of Greeks are for the euro and 36% against.” Though the percentage of Greeks
in favor of the euro is falling, it is still higher than among the Italians (59%), Spanish (52%), and
Portuguese (52%).”

2014: Sixty-nine percent of Greeks are for the euro and 29% against.”

2015 (year of the Greek Referendum): In May 2015, Eurobarometer reported that 69% of

Greeks supported the single currency and 29% were against.”

Greeks and the EU

From 2012-2015, during the rise of Syriza, the percentage of Greeks who were in favor of the
single currency (69—75%) was at its highest since 2003, and had only been surpassed in 2002, when
the euro was officially introduced into Greece (support then was 80%). At the same time,

throughout this whole period, the Greek people had the worst image of EU within the EU-27/28.

2012: Forty percent of Greeks have a negative image of the EU and 26% a positive one (the EU-

27 average is 31% positive and 28% negative).

76 European Commission, “Standard Eurobarometer 71 (Sprmg 2012), T71,

8 Ib1d

80 European Commission, “Standard Eurobarometer 83,” (Spring 2015), T70,
http://ec.ecuropa.cu/commfrontoftice/publicopinion/archives/eb/eb83/eb83 anx en.pdf
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2013: Greece surpasses even the UK: Only 16% of Greeks have a positive image of the EU and
50% have a negative one.”" At the same time, 80% of Greeks tend not to trust EU, the highest

level of distrust in the EU-27.%

2014: Although almost 70% of Greeks are in favor of euro, only 22% have a positive image of the
EU and 44% have a negative image, again the highest percentage in the EU-27.* The same
tendency was evident in how much Greeks trust the EU, which remained stable as the highest

percentage of distrust (75%) in the EU-27%.

2015: Support for the euro remains high at almost 70%, but Greeks again have the highest levels
of distrust in the EU (73% do not trust EU policies, 26% do).” The image of the EU has slightly
improved, but still Greeks have the second-highest percentage of negative views towards the EU,
after Cyprus (25% of Greeks have a positive view, 37% have a negative one).* Around 70% of
Greeks support the single currency, but 78% do not trust the European Central Bank.” Fifty-eight
percent of Greeks were unsatisfied with their life in EU-28% (when the EU-28 average was 80%
satisfaction and 20% dissatisfaction); Greeks were the most pessimistic about their economy (97%)
in EU-28, as well as in the worst job situation (one out of two Greeks said their situation was very
bad) and worst financial situation overall (73% said that their household finances were in a “very

”)'89

bad situation”).” This data was collected in May 2015, very close to the Greek Referendum.

Greeks’ attitudes towards the EU and the euro may seem contradictory. How is it possible that
the majority of Greeks were in every way against EU and at the same time fervent supporters of

the single currency?

According to Public Issue, in June 2015, 62% of Greeks supported the Greek government’s
decision to reject the bailout agreement proposed by the EC, ECB, and IMF for the continuation
of austerity measures.” During the same time period, regarding a prospective referendum on the

euro, 52% of Syriza voters would vote in favor and 43% against,”" but 57% of Sytiza voters stated

81 European Commission, “Standard Eurobarometer 79,” T47.

82 Ibid., T44.

83 Huropean Commission, “Standard Eurobarometer 81,” T32.

84 Ibid., T29.

8 European Commission, “Standard Eurobarometer 83,” T37.

86 Ibid., T39

87 Ibid., T64.

88 Ibid., T1.

8 Ibid., T9.

% Public Issue, “IToltind Bapoduetpo™ [Political barometer], no. 145 (June 2015), 17,
http://www.publicissue.gr/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/var-145-jun-2015.pdf
o1 Ibid., 23.
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that the European Monetary Union (EMU) had no future, against 38% who said that it did.”” Thus,

the same “contradiction” appeared even within Syriza’s electoral base.

The same question arises: If the EU and EMU are seen so negatively, then where does the support

for the European single currency come from?

In 2000, only one year before Greece joined the EMU, 69% of Greeks supported the introduction
of the euro and 19% were against.” It is important to note that the majority’s support for Greece’s
participation in the EMU was accompanied by an impressive 75% of people who said that they
were not very well informed or not at all informed about the single currency.” This was the highest
percentage reported in the Eurozone-11 and the EU-15, and was in spite of the fact that 81% of
Greeks said that they have received information about it. So, how were seven out of ten Greek
people in favor of the euro, while 75% were poorly informed? And, moreover, how did only 49%
of Greek people view the EU positively, while only 35% believed that EU membership offered
more advantages than disadvantages (with 46% believing that it offers as many advantages as
disadvantages and 9% believing it offers more disadvantages), and yet still support joining the
EMU?” The question here is not whether Greece had a viable future outside of the Eurozone, but
how the Greek citizens were socially orientated towards a specific symbolic understanding of their
society which dictated the support for euro and mediated the national economic and political
public debate. The next part of this study constructs a subjectification theory by bringing together
the works of Luis Althusser (Unique Subject and interpellation) with the sociology of imitation by
Gabriel Tarde and social imaginary of Charles Taylor. Then, the notions of imaginary credit and
imaginary debt aim to offer a new theoretical perspective on looking at seemingly contradictory

social phenomena such as sociopolitical protest and passivity.

92 Ibid., 25.

9 Thid., 50.
% Tbid., 26.
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PART TWO: A THEORY OF IMAGINARY CREDIT AND DEBT

Chapter 2: The conformist subject in the consumption sphere

2.1 The alienation of the species-becoming and the consumption sphere

When Foucault was asked about his approach to Nietzsche’s work, he answered that instead of
trying to define a more or less true or single Nietzscheanism, it is much more fruitful to ask “What
serious use can Nietzsche be put to?”””* This study takes the same approach to Marx’s work. Thus,
it asks: What serious use can Marx be put to concerning the conceptualization of the consumption
sphere? The answer to this question is this dissertation’s theoretical points of departure. Marx’s
main intention is to develop a historical materialistic methodology based on the social relations of
production and private property. However, by following the theoretical steps of this construction,

a different, parallel reading related to the consumption sphere can emerge.

Marx, in the process of conceptualizing historical materialism, starts with very two basic
ontological premises. The first historical, empirical observation is “the existence of living human
individuals.”” It is important to note the plural form here: Marx starts from “human individuals,”
not #he individual, not because of a theoretical preference, but because the individual neither exists
nor is reproduced as a social unit. Therefore, Marx’s first conclusion is that the historical
examination of all social phenomena should a priori be approached from a relational, social
standpoint. The second premise is that individuals co-operate with each other primarily due to
their common necessity of material survival.” The social organization and co-operation which
develops to ensure subsistence is itself a productive force. The necessity of co-operation develops

the language, what Marx calls the “practical consciousness.””

Every human activity involves a social relation, even if it is not a directly communal activity.'"

Human existence is itself a social activity, and for Marx a basic methodological error is to imagine

9 Michel Foucault, Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology, ed. James D. Faubion and P. Rabinow, trans. R.
Hurley and others, vol. 2 (New York: New Press, 1998), 445.

97 Katl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German 1deology, trans. Tim Delaney, Bob Schwartz, Marx/Engels
Internet Archive, 2000, 6,

https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/download/Marx The German Ideology.pdf.

% Ibid., 11.

9 Ibid.

100 Karl Marx, Kar! Marx: Selected Writings, ed. D. McLellan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 98—
99.
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an abstract opposition between society and the individual. So how, according to Marx, is it possible

that private ownership of the means of production can separate an individual from society?

When the means of production are under private ownership, individual workers exchange

their labor for wages. According to Marx, that means:

1) that the wage-earner is alienated “from the product of his labour [...] and his own
activity as something that is alien and does not belong to him.”"""

2) “the worker |[...] appears as a slave of his needs; the purpose of his activity seems to
be the maintenance of his individual life and what he actually does is regarded as a
means; his life’s activity is in order to gain the means to live.”'"”?

Marx argues that the alienation of the worker from the object of her/his production is also an

alienation from her/his social recognition as a “species-being,” as s/he cannot “look at his image

in 2 world he has created.”"” What does Marx mean by “species-being”?

2.2 The concept of species-being

Although Marx mainly used the term “species-being” in his early work, the concept is very
important, as without it, “Marx’s critique of capitalism would have no ethical basis and his politics

would seem directionless and arbitrary [...] Marx’s concept of human essence is expressed through

his notion of species-being (Gattungswesen).”'"*

Before Marx, the term species-being was used in Feuerbach’s work The Essence of Christianity to

distinguish humans from animals.'™ The consciousness of a human individual exists as the

consciousness of a species-being, and this is what distinguishes that individual from an animal.'”

Because of the individual’s consciousness as species-being, “the essence of man is contained only

in the community, in the unity of man with man [...] solitude means being finite and limited,

9510

community means being free and infinite.”'”” In other words, the possibilities of an individual

101 Thid., 89-91.

102 Thid., 128.

103 Tbid., 91.

104 Jacob M. Held, “Marx via Feuerbach: Species-Being Revisited,” Idealistic Studies 39, no. 1/3 (2009): 139.
105 Ibid., 140.

106 Thid., 140.

107 Ludwig Feuerbach, Principles of the Philosophy of the Future, trans. Zawar Hanfi, Feuerbach Internet
Archive, accessed February 23, 2018,
https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/feuerbach/works/future/future2.htm
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social becoming, as a species-becoming which is self-determined, are infinite and unlimited.
Feuerbach argued that individuals become alienated from their human essence, from their
consciousness as a species-being, through religion."” Christianity represents the human essence,

the self-consciousness, as distinct from the individual.'”

RELIGION is the relation of man to his own nature, — therein lies its truth and its power of
moral amelioration; — but to his nature not recognized as his own, but regarded as another nature,

separate, nay, contra-distinguished from his own.!?

Feuerbach saw the origin of individual alienation in the projection of their “human attributes,

desires, and potentialities™""

to God. Instead of realizing that their eternal nature through the
reproduction of their society, people make an eternal God. Instead of realizing that they are capable
of benevolence, they create a benevolent God; instead of realizing the infinite potentialities of
human beings, they create a God of infinite potentialities. The alienation of species-beings can

thus only be abated when individuals realize that God is their society, and that the creation of God

alienated them from themselves as species—beings.112

Marx criticized Feuerbach for not perceiving the individuals as active, productive beings, but only
as conscious beings that alienate themselves from their species-becoming.'” For Marx, it is
through labor that individuals realize their essence as species-being and “labor, as the definite form

of human productive activity is, therefore, the medium through which we recognize both others

13

and ourselves.”"* If the species-being is tealized (species-becoming) through labor as “an

2115

actualization of latent possibilities, the question for Marx was how this species-becoming is

distorted under capitalism and how these “distorted relationships prohibit the subject from
actualizing her essence as a social, active being and in fact pervert her essence into a form of

consumerist existence; a passive, not active life.”!"

108 Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, trans. George Eliot (Walnut: MSAC Philosophy Group,
Mt. San Antonio College, 2008): 190

109 Ihid., 186.

110 Thid., 155.

M Marx, Selected Writings, 6.

112 Thid.

113 Held, “Marx via Feuerbach,” 142.
114 Thid., 146.

115 Thid.

116 Ibid., 139.
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The species-being must therefore be understood as a species-becoming.'’

‘Species-being’ is neither natural reproductive collectivity, nor a set of biological requirements for
food, water, shelter, and sex. As Spivak points out, Marx tends to speak of these as ‘species-life’.
Species-being is the fulfillment, alteration and expansion of these life-needs through social activity,

rendering ‘life activity itself an object of will and consciousness’.!8

The species-becoming is the constant collective transformation of the world and the conscious
relation of the individual to the species (society) and of the species (society) to the individual."” In
these terms, “alienation” can be interpreted not as “an issue of estrangement from a normative,
natural condition, but rather of who, or what, controls collective self-transformation.”'® If
individuals are alienated from socioeconomic understanding and collective transformation by their
work, then the question is: How individuals exert themselves as social beings at an everyday level?

7”121 and if “instead of humans relating to

If alienated labor is also “alienation of man from man,
each other co-operatively, they relate competitively,”'* how ate alienated individuals socially

bound to one another, and how is their need for social becoming expressed?

Although Marx’s historical subject is the “industrial proletariat,” a sociological understanding of
the Marxian concept of alienation offers some good points from which to begin answering this
question. According to Marx, the individual, alienated wage-worker is only “freely active in his
animal functions of eating, drinking, and procreating, at most also in his dwelling and dress, and
feels himself an animal in his human functions.”'® If individuals’ social identification is reflected
not in their productive, creative work, but only in eating, drinking, etc., then individuals’ social
purpose is restricted to the satisfaction of these needs; thus, “they become animal.”** Thus, the
collective social existence and transformation of the individuals is identified only through the fact

12 The individual worker cannot

that it becomes their means to satisfy their consumption needs
look at her/his image in a wotld s/he has created, as Marx writes, but because of this, s/he looks

at her image in a wortld s/he has consumed. The individual “becoming animal” should be

117 Nick Dyer-Witheford, “Species-Beings: For Biocommunism” (“Many Marxisms,” conference on
historical materialism, London School of Oriental and African Studies, November 2008,
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.458.8546&rep=repl &tvpe=pdf

118 Nick Dyer-Witheford, “2004/2044: The Return of Species-Being,” Historical Materialism 12, no. 4
(2004): 5.

19 Marx, Selected Writings, 90.

120 Dyer-Witheford, “Species-Beings: For Biocommunism,” 2.

121 Ibid., 91.

122 Peter Singer, Marx: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 36.

123 Marx, Selected Writings, 89.

124 Tbid., 89.
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understood as a social becoming through that individual’s consumption activity. The consumption

sphere is established as the “social becoming” of the alienated individuals.

23 The consumption sphere and consumption-induced sociality

The concept of the “consumption sphere” should not be understood strictly through an
individual’s eating, drinking, dressing, and sexual habits. When Marx writes that collective social
existence is defined only through as individuals’ means to eat, drink, and procreate,'™ it should be
understood that these activities acquire a greater social meaning for the individuals. While the
historical context in which Marx developed his ideas must always be taken into account, we might
extend his argument into in our own age to include the creation of sub-collective identities of
entertainment consumption (television, sports, fashion, etc.). In other words, alienated individuals
“come closer” and understand what unites them as “social beings” not through a world that create
themselves, but through various forms of mass entertainment and mass consumption which
greatly exalt the social meaning of an individual’s sexual relations, fashion choices, eating habits,

entertainment preferences, etc.

In summary: Marx argues that the alienation of individuals from their species-becoming as a
conscious relation of the individuals and the species (society) through transformative working
activity leads individuals to an animal-becoming. This animal-becoming is the understanding of
the social — of the “species” — solely through the consumption sphere and its development (i.e.,
constant improvement). Marx’s argument is a good starting point for discussing the modern

importance of the consumption sphere as the space of “species-becoming.”

The alienation of individuals from their species-being in the productive sphere is explored below
through Carol Gould’s work on Marx’s social ontology. The discussion aims to outline the
transition from alienated labor to a consumption-induced sociality. Carol Gould starts her analysis on
Marx’s social ontology with the argument that, for Marx, “the fundamental entities that compose

society are individuals in social relations.”"”” Ontological primacy, she writes, is given to individuals

126 Marx, Selected Writings, 91.
127 Carol C. Gould, Marx’s Social Ontology (Cambridge, MA, and London: MIT Press, 1978), 1.
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as the ultimately real beings who constitute their history and society through their activities.'”

Social individuals are characterized through their given mode of activity.'”

Gould argues that Marx operates with an ontology which does not separate individuals and
relations.” Relations “exist in and through the individuals related, or as relational properties of
these individuals.””" What is interesting here is that, according to Marx, “if one abstracts this
individual from his or her attributes or from the mode of activity, one has left only an abstract

individual, namely, one that is numerically distinct from others but without concrete character.”*

Individuals create their history and society through their social, creative labor activities,” which
also changes their sociality.””* If, for Marx, “the primary ontological subject is, propetly speaking,

a social individual,”'?

what happens to this sociality under the capitalist mode of production?
According to Marx, the social relations between persons are transformed into an alien form of

relations between things."

In pre-capitalist structures, individuals were dependent to one another, and social relations were
characterized by the community in which this personal dependence took place.”” In capitalist
societies, individuals are independent from or indifferent to one another, and their sociality is
mediated by external relations or objective dependence (external sociality).”” This objective
dependence is expressed during exchanges between individuals of activities and products in the
marketplace.”” The individual as a worker is independent from other individuals, but becomes
dependent on the objectivity of capital as s/he exchange her/his labor in order to gain her/his
means of subsistence.'’ Therefore, s/he finds him and her/his creative powers in an external
objectivity.'""! “Marx sees capitalism as developing the universality and sociality of human

capacities, but only in external or objective form.”'*
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Marx characterizes the process through which individuals socially become through their labor and
their interaction with one another and with nature as objectification.’” Through their labor,
individuals produce objects and thereby invest them with meaning and purpose.'* Individuals
create value through their labor, and this value is recognizable in an object.'* Through this process

of objectification, the “world becomes endowed with values.”*

However, in the capitalist mode
of production, the labor through which individuals socially become takes an alienated form, and

individuals are separated from their creative powers.'"’

The focus of this research has been on the phenomenon of external sociality under the capitalist
mode of production. The concept of species-being as species-becoming is thus essential to
understanding how individuals orientate themselves towards their social becoming. In Economic and
Philosophical Manuscripts, Marx writes that individuals affirm themselves as species-being through
their “working over of the objective wotld.”"* Thus, “the object of work is [...] the objectification
of the species-life of man [...] Therefore when alienated labour tears from man the object of his
production, it also tears from him his species-life, the real objectivity of his species.”'"
Understanding the social, collective existence of individuals becomes a means for those

% ¢¢

individuals’ subsistence. The alienation of “man from man” “is the way in which economic forces

150

have dissolved communal bonds™ [...] The community seems to be fragmented into a mass of

atomic individuals.”"!

As mentioned above, Marx does not separate individuals from relations. However, within the
capitalist mode of production, social coherence is based on an external sociality: Individuals
exchange their labor in the marketplace for wages. Individuals are alienated from their species-
being, and their understanding of social becoming is reduced to a process of gaining their means

of subsistence.

What is interesting here is that Marx offers an initial theoretical context to talk about a
consumption-induced sociality although he has no interest to develop this process because that

would be an alienated form of sociality. Thus, it follows that the communal bonds are not

143 Ibid., 40.

144 Ibid., 41.
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fragmented but they are transformed. The individuals are not alienated from their species-being,
they are not alienated from their fellow individuals, but they are socially identified with them
through the sphere of consumption. A consumption-induced sociality replaces the labor-induced
sociality which in capitalist mode of production takes an alienating form. The consumption-

induced sociality then mediates the activity of labor.

The point of departure from Marx’s theory is that alienated labor is not only individuals’ means of
subsistence, but also their means of social becoming. In other words, alienation in the productive
sphere acts as a determining factor in social coherence only when the consumption-induced
sociality is questioned. As long as the social becoming of individuals is realized within the
consumption sphere, their alienation within the productive sphere is concealed. Therefore, the
relevant social-research question for understanding how individuals imagine their social or political
being/becoming does not originate in the production sphere, but in how the consumption sphere
as a modern space of individual social becoming is reproduced. In order to answer this question,
we must move from the Marxist tradition to Gabriel Tarde’s sociology of imitation. Before that,
however, we first examine the wotk of Louis Althusser. While Althusser does not offer a model
of reproduction of the consumer sphere as the space of the collective and individual understanding
of the “social,” he does provide certain conceptual tools, such as the “Unique Subject,” that are

essential to the later construction of the notions of imaginary credit and debt.

2.4 Instead of “the firm”: “Working Environment”

Althusser’s main argument, as presented in his work Ideology and Ildeological State Apparatuses,
published in 1970, is that the reproduction of labor power takes place not within, but “essentially
outside of the firm.”"* In other words, what drives an individual to work under specific terms
(wages) and hierarchical structures (property relations of production) within a democratic social
and political organization? Althusser’s argument is important because it highlights the need to
explore the social space beyond the firm in order to understand why individuals accept certain
working conditions. The answer seems obvious: Individuals work in order to consume. The
question, however, is how this apparently simple logic is incorporated into individuals’ everyday

understanding of the “social” and “political,” or with their social becoming.

152 Louis Althusser, Essays on Ideology (London: Verso, 1984), 4.
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As mentioned above, Althusser does not refer to the consumption sphere, but his work is
nevertheless relevant to this study for two reasons. The first is that, with his argument that the
social reproduction of labor power takes place outside of the firm, Althusser offers a context in
which to ask what the role of the consumption sphere for the reproduction of certain hierarchical
socioeconomic structures is, as well as whether the consumption sphere really is outside the firm.
What are the boundaries between inside and outside of the firm? The second reason is Althusser’s
conceptualization of what he calls the “Unique and central Other Subject.”"> This concept will be
used to discuss the function through which one individual imitates another within the
consumption sphere. Then, by highlighting the social diffusion of imitation, it will be shown how
individuals’ social orientation is constructed through a common understanding of the social

becoming, which develops into a moral order.

Before embarking on a detailed analysis of Althusser’s argument in relation to the significance of
the consumption sphere (and, later, of the essential appearance of consumer credit), it is necessary
to focus on some problematic aspects of Althusser’s work concerning the concept of firm.
Althusser’s argument that the reproduction of labor power takes place outside of the firm was
called into question, even before the publication of his main works (late 1960s—1970s). In the
United States, for example, and in contrast to the development of the European welfare state (as
least in some of the more economically advanced European states), it was corporations — and not
the government — that provided welfare benefits to workers, including schools, hospitals, and
housing in so-called “company towns.”” The firm was an expanded social institution which
included many aspects of Althusser’s notion of “outside of the firm.” This development started in
the 1920s and lasted until the 1980s: The era of managerial capitalism, where firms had the form
and organization of social institutions."” The subsequent eras of shareholder and finance
capitalism have greatly changed the firm in ways that Althusser could hardly have imagined,

especially after the arrival of the internet:

Anyone with a credit card and Internet access can create a corporation in moments. A business
firm is simply a nexus of contracts among free individuals — a dense spot in a web of connections

among suppliers of labor, capital, materials, and buyers of their outputs.!56
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154 Gerald F. Davis, Managed by the Markets: How Finance Re-Shaped America (Oxford University Press, 2009),
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After the 1980s, firms shifted from hiring permanent employees to simply retaining contractors."”’
“Location, industry, identity, and employment, which had been relatively fixed during the
corporate-industrial era, had become labile in the shareholder value, post-industrial period.”"*®
Even though some firms with welfare capitalist benefits continue to exist and operate in the US,

the vast majority have disappeatred or stopped the provision of benefits."”

The employment concentration around large firms has been gradually reduced in Europe as well.

In the twenty-eight EU member countries,

the overwhelming majority (99.8%) [of non-financial active businesses]|...] in 2013 were micro,
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) — some 22.6 million — together they contributed 57.8%
of the value added generated within the EU’s non-financial business economy. More than 9 out of
10 (92.9%) enterprises in the EU-28 were micro enterprises (employing less than 10 persons) and

their share of value added within the non-financial business economy was around one fifth.1¢0

Where do small family businesses, for example, fit into Althusser’s analysis? The firm is not
necessary an objective space of impersonal exploitative hierarchical productive and property
relations and can actually and virtually become an extension of the individual’s home. Once again,

the division between “inside” and “outside” the firm is not clearly distinguishable.

The division becomes even more disputable in the era of outsourcing. Corporations’ activities

abroad have opened up new opportunities for many households.

Services from editing vacation videos to planning a wedding can be outsourced via the Web. With
Skype and a fast Internet connection, helping the kids with homework can be contracted out to

low-wage (but high-skill) professionals elsewhere in the world.!¢!

Taking into account the extreme relativization of the firm space, one must conclude that

Althusser’s the concept of the “firm” needs to be replaced.

In a Web-enabled world, any task that can be sent over the Internet is open to competition from

suppliers around the globe, no matter what the level of skill. From completing tax forms and

157 Ibid., 91.
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159 Ibid., 100.

160 Burostat, “Structural Business Statistics Overview,” accessed April 22, 2017,
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designing auto parts to reading X-rays and decoding the human genome, cognitive tasks are

eminently offshorable.62

In the post-industrial period of micro businesses, virtual workplaces, and infinite offshoring

possibilities, the term working environment has proved to be more relevant than “firm.”

2.5 The consumption sphere and the Ideological State Apparatuses

Within the working environment, individuals are already ready-subjects which they, as “free
subjects,” freely accept and choose to be in certain working relations.'” If they did not, the

reproduction of the labor force would be at stake.

Althusser distinguishes between Repressive State Apparatuses (RSAs) and Ideological State
Apparatuses (ISAs). Although there is no clear distinction between violence and ideology, the
Repressive State Apparatus (RSAs) “contains: the Government, the Administration, the Army, the
Police, the Courts, the Prisons, etc. [...] ‘functions by violence’ — at least ultimately (since
repression, e.g. administrative repression, may take non-physical forms).”'** However, the subjects
learn to be self-disciplined, and “good subjects” work by themselves through ideology, through
practices governed by the rituals of the ISAs.'” The ideological realities take specific institutional
forms, such as “the religious ISA (the system of the different Churches), the educational ISA (the
system of the different public and private ‘Schools’), the family ISA, the legal ISA, the political ISA
(the political system, including the different Parties), the trade-union ISA, the communications
ISA (press, radio and television, etc.), the cultural ISA (literature, the Arts, sports, etc.).”'® The

s 167

function of ISAs is based on everyday practices, as “ideology has a material existence and

“always exists in an apparatus, and its practice, or practices.”'® His argument continues: “I shall
point out that these practices are governed by the rituals in which these practices are inscribed,

within the material existence of an ideological apparatus”*®
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A graphic recapitulation

Marx
Labor Wage .
— Consumption
activity sphere
Althusser

“Free self-

Ideological disciplined Working
State subject” environment
Apparatuses

Althusser uses Marx’s observations
to theoretically construct the
Ideological ~ State ~ Apparatuses.
According to Marx, the ruling
intellectual ideas of a historical period
are related to the “ruling material
force of society.”"" Thus, individuals
who have private ownership over the
material means of production cannot
be established as a ruling class
without the control of the means of
mental production, without the
representation of certain private
interests as the common interest of

the society.'”!

Althusser argues that the reproduction of labor power takes place “essentially outside of the

ﬁrm77172

through the Ideological State Apparatuses, which reproduce an “imaginary relationship of

individuals to their real conditions of existence.”'” Marx’s perspective is that, within the

consumption sphere, the individuals (or alienated wage-earners) understand and practice their

social becomingm.

170 Marx and Engels, The German deology, 21.
171 Thid.

172 Althusser, Essays on 1deology, 4.

173 Ibid., 36.

174 Richard D. Wolff attempts to bring Marx and Althusser together by focusing on the example of
capitalism in the US. He argues that the rising rates of exploitation of wage-earners in the United States
have been compensated by rising rates of consumption. ISAs such as family, schools, civic and labor
organizations, churches, and mass media had to systematically manipulate individual workers to define
themselves primarily as consumers. “Individual worth — for themselves and for others — became
measurable above all by one’s achieved level of consumption.” Wolff describes how individuals
understand their exploitation and alienation as a means of acquiting their reward, which is high rates of
consumption. See: Richard D. Wolff, “Ideological State Apparatuses, Consumerism, and U.S. Capitalism:
Lessons for the Left,” Economics Department Working Paper Series, paper 74 (2004): 13.
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2.6 Instead of “working class”: The “conformist subject”

On an abstract level, individuals are “always-already subjects” (immer schon Subjekte). Althusser
argues that even before a baby is born, it is already a subject through the “expectations of the
birth,” the “happy event,” the already given last or first name, and the arrival in a specific
ideological family context.'” The baby even receives its sexual identity as a “boy” or “girl” before
birth, and with it, all the expectations of a “sexual subject.”’® According to Althusser, ideology
exists in practices, and “there is no ideology except by the subject and for subjects.”’”” However,
the specific focus here is on how the individual becomes a conformist subject. Why use the concept

of “conformist subject” instead of “working class”’?

“Working class” here does not mean a class united with a collective self-identification or a purpose
— in Marx’s words, “a class for itself”'”® — but rather an abstract methodological tool, defining the
socioeconomic position of individuals within but also beyond the economic sphere.'” The main
Marxian class criterion is based on the private property relations “of production (broadly
conceived to include not just production but also distribution and exchange).”'™ Marx’s claim that
“the whole of society must fall apart into the two classes of the property owners and the
propertyless workers”'*" is based on the idea (also determined from his historical context and his
research focus on the English industrial working class) that the working class “forms the majority
of all members of society.”" Still, in many instances Marx acknowledges the existence of both
inter-class stratifications as well as a middle class, but he does not analyze the role of the middle
class when examining the material preconditions of a socioeconomic historical change. In the
introduction his critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, Marx writes, referring to the German middle
class, that “as soon as that class begins to struggle with the class above it, it is engaged in struggle
with the class below [...] The middle class scarcely dares to conceive emancipation from its own
point of view, and already the development of social circumstances and the progress of political

theory declare this point of view itself to be antiquated or at least problematic.”'® In the Communist

175 Althusser, Essays on 1deology, 50.
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179 Daniel Jakopovich, “The Concept of Class,” Cambridge Studies in Social Research No. 14 (SSRG
Publications, 2014), 7.
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Manifesto, Marx and Engels write that the lower middle class (small manufacturers, shopkeepers,
artisans, and peasants) oppose the upper classes only in order to retain their position as part of the
middle class, and therefore it is not revolutionary, but conservative." Marx and Engles even call
the middle class the “dangerous class” or “social scum” because no matter its potential momentary

revolutionary social role, it ends up as “part of a bribed tool ot reactionary intrigue.”'*’

For the purposes of this study, individuals of both the middle and working class will be positioned
in the same analytical context, conceptualized as “conformist subjects”: Individuals whose working
activity is a means of conforming (social becoming) within the consumption sphere. The concept
of conformist subject also includes individuals of the middle class with supervisory roles in production
(belonging to the “capital function,” in contrast to the “function of labor,” which includes ordinary

workers),'*

highly skilled workers like engineers, the self-employed, owners of small-scale or family
businesses, as well as pensioners and landlords (the inactive middle class population).' Since it
includes individuals who are not wage-earners (landlords, pensioners, owners of small-scale
businesses, etc.), the definition of conformist subject needs further modification. Moreover, it should
incorporate the role that consumer credit plays in social becoming within the consumption sphere.
Thus, the final definition of the conformist subject is: Individuals whose working activity (wages),

various incomes, or consumer credit are a means of conforming (social becoming) within the

consumption sphere.

2.7 Who interpellates the conformist subject?

According to Althusser, ideology exists in practices, but there is another process before practice.
This process, conceptualized by Althusser as interpellation, renders a practice “as obviousnesses,
which we cannot fail to recognize and before which we have the inevitable and natural reaction of
crying out (aloud or in the ‘still, small voice of conscience’): “That’s obvious! That’s right! That’s

true!””'™ This process

‘recruits’ subjects among the individuals (it recruits them all), or ‘transform™ the individuals into

subjects (it transforms them all) by that very precise operation which I have called interpellation or

184 Ibid., 253.

185 Ibid., 254.

186 Jakopovich, “The Concept of Class,” 17.
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188 Althusser, Essays on 1deology, 46.
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hailing, and which can be imagined along the lines of the most commonplace everyday police (or

other) hailing: ‘Hey you there!’8?

The subject “presupposes the ‘existence’ of a Unique and central Other Subject, in whose Name

[...] interpellates all individuals as subjects.”™”

How does Althusser define the Unique Subject?

<

The definition of the Unique Subject is derived through the process of interpellation, “an

ideologically organized way in which power addresses individuals as free and ‘real’ subjects.”"”"

Interpellation means matching individuals’ sense of personhood with ideologically determined
and shaped category of ‘subject’. By developing a sense of unique subjectivity individuals achieve

the highest level of integration into the power system.!92

In order for the process of interpellation to function, it requires an absolute Unique Subject which
will interpellate the individuals/subjects. The individual is “a subject through the Subject and
subjected to the Subject.”” Althusser offers the example of God as the Unique Subject of religious
ideology."” God is the Unique Subject which interpellates “his mirrors, his reflections. Were not
men made in the image of God?”"” The conception of the individual/subject as a reflection or
image of the Unique Subject is a very important point because it highlights the necessity for the
individual/subject to understand her/his existence as being similar to the Unique Subject in order
to be interpellated. A closeness between the Unique Subject and individual/subject needs to be
established. For this reason, in the religious ideology, as Althusser argues, God duplicates himself
by sending his Son to earth. “God needs to ‘make himself” a man, the Subject needs to become a
subject.”"® Althusser calls this process mirror-structure ot mirror duplication.””” The closeness between
the Unique Subject and individual/subject facilitates the free self-identification of the individual

as a subject through the recognition of the Unique Subject.
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How can the Unique Subject be defined in the modern consumption sphere, and how does the

mirror-structure or mirror duplication function?

Before answering these questions, certain theoretical limitations of Althusser’s conception of the
Unique Subject must be pointed out. Althusser’s Unique Subject, although its duplication and
appearance as subject-Subject, “is the master: he orders, he promises the supreme reward to one

who obeys”""

and determines the process of interpellation, which “arises from social domination
in general, as the principle of subjectivation.”"” Thus, there is a clear hierarchy between the Unique

Subject and the individual/subject.

The concept of the Unique Subject adopted in this study must therefore be modified somewhat.
In contrast to Althusser’s, the Unique Subject is based here on a permanent social mirror structure
in which the Unique Subject does not have an independent existence within a clear hierarchy, as
in the example of God. In other words, the Unique Subject is conceptualized as a permanent
subject-Subject which is socially reflected through every individual/conformist subject. The
subjects-Subjects interpellate each other. This expanded social mirror structure is then conceptualized
as part of the construction of a moral order and social coherence between individuals which

mediates their understanding of their polity.

Hence, the Unique Subject needs to be understood as a social relation in which an individual is
hetero-identified by another individual who is, has or representing something in a completed form,
and this completed form, or moral “end,” manifests what the other individual lacks, a distance

between what s/he is and what s/he can become.

Here it is important to note that Althusser talks about our everyday consciousness of what zs, but
not of what could be. He does not cover the realm of social aspirations, but rather of social facticities,
and this represents another limitation. In chapter five of this study, the process of how the
conformist subject needs to imagine that s/he has a similarity with the Unique Subject (mirror
duplication) within the consumption sphere (species/social becoming) will be better
conceptualized through Charles Taylor’s concept of social imaginary and Gabriel Tarde’s sociology

of imitation.

Thorstein Veblen’s concept of neighbor is useful here in order to conceptualize better the relation

between the conformist and the Unique Subject. Gabriel Tarde has also offered the same

198 Jacques Bidet, “The Interpellated Subject: Beyond Althusser and Butler,” Crisis and Critigue 2, no. 2
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199 Thid.
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observation: “In reality, the thing that is most imitated is the most superior one of those that are
nearest. [...] Distance is understood here in its sociological meaning. However distant in space a
stranger may be, he is close by, from this point of view, if we have numerous and daily relations
with him and if we have every facility to satisfy our desire to imitate him.”** This process is
described by Tarde as /aw of the imitation of the nearest. The main social comparison of the conformist
subject takes place within the circle of his neighbors.””' The concept of neighbor should be
understood beyond the individual’s literal neighbors, friends, and acquaintances.”” It includes what

95203

Veblen describes as “unsympathetic observers of one’s everyday lif¢”=" who are to be found in the everyday

social circles of the conformist subject.204

Thus, the social becoming of the conformist subject needs to be absolutely visible to others.
Furthermore, the social becoming of the conformist subject, her/his understanding of the social
and political, is constructed through her/his social position among her/his neighbors. We can
observe here a contemporary form of alienation — not in production, but in the consumption
sphere. This is the alienation of the conformist subject from every individual who is not her/his
neighbort, her/his unsympathetic observer. This form of alienation is described well by Adorno

and Horkheimer:

The ruler no longer says: ‘Either you think as I do or your die’. He says: “You are free not to think
as I do; your life, your property — all that you shall keep. But from this day on you will be a

stranger among us’.203

The “ruler”; as has been previously discussed, should be understood as a specific mode of
socialization, a mode of conformity or normative obedience which is reflected and reproduced
trough the frequent, everyday social contacts of the conformist subject. The more
unsympathetic observers a conformist subject has, the less alienated s/he appears to be
because her/his imaginary map of social becoming is expanded. At the same time, the more
unsympathetic observers a conformist subject has, the more alienated s/he is, since the
pressure of always corresponding to the expectations of others, of the Unique Subject, of a

mode of conformism, is also expanded and intensified.

200 Gabriel Tarde, The Laws of Imitation, trans. EC Parsons (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1903),
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Although Althusser’s, Veblen’s, and Tarde’s epistemologies are quite different, their arguments
bear a striking resemblance to each other. Althusser’s description of the mirror-structure, Tarde’s
law of the imitation of the nearest, and Veblen’s unsympathetic observer or neighbor describe the

same condition.

How is the social becoming of the conformist subject in the consumption sphere reproduced
through her/his interacton with “unsympathetic neighbors” or the Unique Subject?
Duesenberry’s concept of the demonstration effect, along with Veblen’s notions of pecuniary enulation
and conspicuons consumption will provide a first answer. Then, Gabriel Tarde’s The Laws of Imitation
and Pierre Bourdieu’s Distinction will offer a more thorough sociological analysis, which will in turn

later be used to develop the concepts of inaginary credit and imaginary debt.
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Chapter 3: Hell is- other people! What drives individuals to improve their consumption?

[Langhs.] So this is hell. I’d never have believed it. You remember
all we were told about the torture-chambers, the
fire and brimstone, the “burning marl.” Old wives’ tales!

There’s no need for red-hot pokers. Hell is — other people! 206

In chapter two, the Unique Subject was defined as a social relation of subjectification in which an
individual becomes a conformist subject through its interpellation from a moral “end,” a
completed form of the individual which manifests what the conformist subject lacks, a distance
between what s/he is and what s/he can become. This Other, Unique Subject takes the form of
the ‘neighbor’ of the conformist subject through what Althusser calls mirror duplication, and the
conclusion was that the conformist subject is actually a subject-Subject that interpellates other
individuals to become conformist Subjects-subjects. The next theoretical step is to explore the
social function of the relation between the Unique Subject and conformist subject. How is their
relation socially reproduced and expanded within the consumption sphere? How does the
conformist subject as a subject-Subject influence other individuals to become conformist subjects-
Subjects? To put it simply, how does the conformist subject influence another individual to adopt
certain consumer practices or to increase her/his consumption? Chapter three serves as an
economic (Keynes, Fisher, Friedman) and economic sociological (Veblen, Duesenberry)

introduction to the question of how an individual increases her/his consumption.

The following short introduction of the economic theorization of this question through the work
of Keynes, Fisher, and Friedman contributes to the general argument mainly be highlighting the
need for an economic sociological approach. The relationship between changes in an individual’s
consumer practices and Milton Friedman’s concept of the individual’s future expectations of het/his
permanent income, together with Irving’s Fisher emphasis on credit expansion, will be discussed.
However, and despite the significance of an individual’s future expectations of her/his permanent
income for the determination of her/his consumer behavior, one important problem with
Friedman’s argumentation must be kept in mind. Friedman presupposes an individual who makes
rational choices for the maximization of her/his benefits, independently of the economic behavior

of other individuals. In reality, individuals often make irrational economic choices, for example by

206 Jean-Paul Sartre, No Exit and Three Other Plays, trans. S. Gilbert (New York: Vintage International,
1989), 45.
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increasing their consumption even in the face of a stagnated or decreased income. This chapter
secks to investigate the reasons for “irrational” economic behavior through an economic-

sociological lens.

The process of how one individual influences another’s consumer practices will be initially
explored through the works of James Duesenberry and Thorstein Veblen. Duesenberry developed
the concept of demonstration effectin order to show how one individual is influenced by the consumer
behavior of her/his frequent social contacts, in particular those who consume better goods than
her/him. However, Duesenberry lacks the sociological conceptual tools to explain how the
demonstration effect is socially reproduced. Veblen’s analysis of how individuals emulate the
consumer practices of individuals with higher social status answers the question of social
reproduction. Veblen’s concept of emulation operates within the context of a social stratification.
However, I argued at the end of the last chapter, with the help of Althusser’s concept of mirror-
duplication, that the relationship between the conformist subject and the Unique Subject is not
hierarchical, but rather defined by a distance which can or ought to be covered (the conformist
subject as a subject-Subject). This normative obedience towards the covering of the distance for
the individual’s social becoming presupposes not a strict social stratification, but an imaginary of
social mobility and equality between individuals. These limitations will be overcome by combining
Charles Taylor’s concept of social imaginary and Gabriel Tarde’s sociology of imitation in chapters

four and five.

3.1 Expectations and Consumption: Keynes, Fisher and Friedman

John Maynard Keynes argued that individuals’ propensity to consume depends partly on their
income, partly on objective factors®’ (changes in the wage unit, in the difference between income

and net income, in capital values, in the rate of time-discounting, and in fiscal policies), and partly

208

on subjective factors such as psychological and habitual tendencies.”™ Keynes’s “fundamental

psychological law” is that individuals “increase their consumption as their income increases, but

not by as much as the increase in their income [...] a rising income will often be accompanied by

952

increased saving. 09 Concerning the impact of individuals’ expectations of their future income on
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their propensity to increase their consumption, Keynes, although he acknowledges its existence,

he argues that

we must catalogue this factor for the sake of formal completeness. But, whilst it may affect
considerably a particular individual’s propensity to consume, it is likely to average out for the
community as a whole. Moreover, it is a matter about which there is, as a rule, too much

uncertainty for it to exert much influence.?!

Keynes’s conjectures about the relation between income and consumption have been confirmed,
but only for the short-term period. This means that in the long-term, “the average propensity to

consume did not vary systematically with income.”*"!

Irving Fisher did not follow Keynes’s argument that current consumption depends on current
income. If individuals are unable to borrow, then their current consumption depends on their
current income, but if individuals are not faced with borrowing constraints, then their ability to
take on loans between periods renders “the timing of the income [...] irrelevant to how much is
consumed today.””"* Fisher concludes that individuals’ consumption depends on the present value

of their current income and on their expected income over their entire lifetime.?"

Milton Friedman argued that income is the sum of its permanent and transitory components.
Permanent income is the income which individuals expect to persist in their future. Transitory
income is the income that individuals do not expect to persist in their future.** According to

Friedman, consumption

should depend primarily on permanent income, because consumers use saving and borrowing to
smooth consumption in response to transitory changes in income [...] Households with high
permanent income have proportionately higher consumption [...] and households with high

. . . . 215
transitory income do not have higher consumption.™”

Policies with a permanent duration, such as tax changes, have a higher impact on individuals’

216

consumption and aggregate demand, while temporary changes have a lower impact.”® Friedman

emphasizes that individuals’ current consumer behavior is not only determined by their current
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income, but also by their future expectations.”” Friedman’s insights into the long-term consumption
behavior of individuals based on their future expectations of their permanent income, in combination
with Irving’s Fisher points on the acquisition of credit, are very valuable theoretical contributions:
They allow us to view credit expansion as a determining factor in the acceleration and expansion

of an imaginary social mobility. We will return to this point in the fifth chapter.

3.2 From Milton Friedman to James Duesenberry

One of the main hypotheses in neoclassical economics is that the individual’s behavior is based on
the maximization of her/his material payoffs.”"® This means that Friedman’s permanent-income

»29 Purthermore, “an individual’s

hypothesis “only makes sense for Homo Economicus.
preferences are independent of other’s individuals’ preferences. [...] In other words, people are
concerned about what and how much they consume, but not about what and how much they
consume relative to other people.”” Friedman argues that the maximization utility rules should
not be viewed as descriptive of reality, but merely as a forecasting tool™": “The effectiveness of a
theory is not to be judged on the basis of how realistic its premises are; on the contrary, its

effectiveness is to be ascertained by testing how practical a given hypothesis — devised with the

assistance of the theory — in reality is.”*** However, as Michael Scriven argues:

[There certainly seem to be occasions when we can predict some phenomenon with the greatest
success, but cannot provide any explanation of it. For example, we may discover that whenever
cows lie down in the open fields by day, it always rains within a few hours. We are in an excellent
position for prediction, but we could scarcely offer the earlier event as an explanation of the
latter. It appears that explanation requires something ‘more than’ prediction; and my suggestion
would be that, whereas an understanding of a phenomenon often enables us to forecast it, the

ability to forecast it does not constitute an understanding of a phenomenon.?23
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James Duesenberry challenged the neoclassical economic assumptions or forecasting tools,
arguing that individuals’ consumer preferences are actually not based on a rational, socially
independent choice to maximize one’s payoffs. On the contrary, individuals’ consumer preferences
and spending are dependent on those of other individuals (relative-income hypothesis) because
“people are concerned about their status relative to others.””" Thus, there are “strong
psychological and sociological reasons for supposing that preferences are in fact
interdependent.”” Duesenberry’s relative-income hypothesis was overshadowed by Friedman’s

permanent-income hypothesis.”*

One reason for this was that “many economists felt
uncomfortable with [the] relative-income hypothesis, which to them seemed more like sociology
or psychology than economics.”" Furthermore, if one accepts the relative-income hypothesis,

95228

one must also accept “the possibility of wasteful spending races,”™ just as if one rejects the

assumption of independent preferences, one must also “jettison the core of neoclassical demand

theory.”””

In his work Income, Saving and the Theory of Consumer Bebavior, Duesenberry rejects the core of
neoclassical demand theory and argues that the prices, the value of assets, interest rates, and the
current and future expectations about individuals’ income cannot fully describe consumer
behavior. The social and psychological dimension of consumer choices also need to be taken into
account, that is, how individual consumer behavior is always dependent on the consumer behavior
of others. Duesenberry completed a sociological investigation of the everyday function or process
that leads to the development of or change in individual desires for specific goods. He starts his

investigation by asking the following question: Why consumers desire the things they buy?*"

His answer is complex. Consumers desire the things they buy, he writes: 1) In order to maintain
their physical existence or physical comfort; 2) because are part of their culture; 3) in order to use
them for specific purposes (such as a vehicle in order to go to work); 4) for social status; and 5)

for pleasure.” These reasons may also work in combination; for example, an expensive vehicle
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can be pleasant to drive, affords the owner a social status, and is his or her means of transportation

to work.
Duesenberry posits two axioms in order to construct his argument.

1. “People do not, for the most part, desire specific goods but desire goods which will serve
certain purposes.”*”

2. There “are qualitatively different ways of doing the same thing. Even more important they
are not just different but some are better than others.”*”

In the field of fine arts, defining and agreeing upon standards of quality may be difficult; when it

comes to housing, food, clothing, and transportation, however, the areas in which the majority of

a family’s income is spent, it is possible to generally agree on what counts as better or worse.”*

The list of commonly agreed superior goods varies by age, region, income, and other differences

among consumers, but there is nevertheless a general correlation between the price of goods and

their quality.”
Goods can be distinguished not only by qualitative criteria, but also by quantitative ones:

- Quantitative differences based on the times that a good is used
For example, if an individual increases the times that s/he consumes better-quality food in
an expensive restaurant trelative to lower-quality food in cheap restaurants, then s/he

increases her/his overall quality of food.”

- Quantitative differences based on variety

For example, in case of the number of books in a library.

- Quantitative differences based on specialization or purpose

For example, different dresses for different occasions and purposes.”’

So, individuals use goods and services in order to satisfy certain needs or in order to perform
certain activities.”® The physical needs of individuals are, as Duesenberry writes, “a given datum”

and their activities can be predicted based on various factors such as age, occupation, and social
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and marital status.”” Consumers’ freedom lies mainly in their power to choose what to consume.

25240 aﬁd eVefy

An individual can “vary the quality of the goods and services he uses for any purpose,
individual “wants to improve the quality of the goods he uses for any purpose.””*' What, therefore,

drives an individual to want to improve the quality of the goods s/he uses?

One argument could be that individuals seek out goods of superior effectiveness in terms of
comfort, convenience, beauty, etc. In other words, individuals are driven to improve the quality of
the goods they use in order to satisfy their needs or their culturally determined activities in a more
efficient way.”” Duesenberry finds this argument unconvincing. During some periods in history,
individuals preferred to increase their savings and were not willing to make sacrifices in order to
acquire higher-quality goods; at other times, people reduced their savings to nothing in order to

improve the quality of the goods they used. How this can be explained?**

3.3 The demonstration effect

[...] itis necessary to have Rousseau to
remind us that in fact, there would be
no point in killing everyone else to
attain their wealth because then there

would be no one to know we had

it...244

In order to investigate what drives individuals to purchase higher-quality goods, Duesenberry
argues that is necessary to adopt a cultural approach. Raising the standard of living for individuals

is one of the major goals of a society and a source of debate in public policy.** This means that
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individuals’ propensity towards superior goods is not only related to a need, but also to a stated

goal within their society.**

This means that the desire to get superior goods takes on a life of its own. [...] When the
attainment of any end becomes a generally recognized social goal, the importance of attainment

of this goal is instilled in every individual’s mind by the socialization process.24’

Duesenberry, within a psychoanalytic context, relates the attainment of the social goal to improve
the standard of living to the drive for superior goods, which is a drive for “the maintenance of
one’s self-esteem.””* Although this answer sets the general cultural context of the development of
individuals’ drive towards consumption, it does not provide an analysis of the function of this

process.

Every individual adopts a habitual consumption pattern which is the result of a compromise
between that individual’s income, her/his desires for increased consumption, and her/his desires
for savings.*”’ This compromise builds an individual’s “protective wall”*" to other higher-quality
goods and shapes her/his habitual consumption patterns.ZS1 It should be mentioned that a wall of
resistance to goods of higher quality can also be formed through cultural influences, political
ideologies, religious imperatives, etc. The individual knows about the existence of higher-quality
goods, but this abstract “knowledge” or information has no significant impact on her/his everyday
consumption.”* When the individual is exposed to superior goods with a certain frequency, those
goods will begin to distupt her/his consumption pattern. The higher the frequency that the
individual comes into contact with superior goods, the more significant is the threat for her/his
existent consumption pattern, as “it makes active the latent preference for these goods.””” This
latent preference is developed through the overcoming of the individual’s conscious or

unconscious attempt to maintain her/his established consumption behavior.”*

Duesenberry argues that, even without any change in income or prices, the habitual consumption

pattern of an individual can be broken if the frequency of exposure to socially recognized superior
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goods is able to overwhelm the individual’s resistance to chzmge.zs5 The individual then starts to
increase her/his expenditures at the expense of her/his savings; Duesenberry calls this process the

“demonstration effect.”*®

It is important to note that Duesenberry does not offer a clear notion of the hierarchical social
structures that enable one good to appear socially superior to others, “but simply notes that the

99257

rankings exist”*" and are culturally determined, and that the qualitative and quantitative individual

preferences for certain goods reflect those individuals’ position in the social hierarchy. “The

935258

socially agreed upon rankings form the basis of Duesenberry’s ‘demonstration effect.

Duesenberry gives emphasis on the role of that frequent social contact plays in determining
individuals’ consumer behavior. However, it is evident that Duesenberry lacks a coherent social
analysis; he remains an economist with a sociological approach, not the other way around.
According to Duesenberry, the social influence on an individual’s spending behavior (increase of
savings and decrease of spending) is minimized when income inequality is low. Duesenberry argues
that no matter how much the economic position of a society’s lower-income groups is improved,
their spending and saving behavior will not change if the gap between the lower- and higher-
income groups is not lessened.” As long as income inequality remains in place, lower-income
individuals will continue their high spending. The society in which the demonstration operates

most effectively, and which Duesenberry has in mind, is one with high rates of income inequality.

Under the demonstration effect, an individual feels dissatisfied with the goods that s/he consumes
in compatison to her/his friends, relatives, co-workers, or even to her/his unsympathetic
obsetrvers/neighbors, and gradually the dissatisfaction reaches such levels that the individual has
to act, has to do something to address this constant displeasure.”” This is the moment that s/he
will tend to spend more. The dissatisfaction arises in the moment that the individual cannot spend,
in the moment that s/he has to resist and reject her/his impulses.*”' The individual is influenced
more by her/his frequent social contacts and less by her/his casual contacts.””” Duesenberty gives

the following example:
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Consider two groups with the same incomes. One group associates with people who have the
same income as they have. The other group associates with people who have higher incomes
than the members of the group. [...] The two groups have the same income but the first will be
better satisfied with its position than the second. Its members will make fewer unfavorable

comparisons between their consumption standard and that of their associates.?63

In conclusion, the question of what drives an individual towards superior goods (apart from the
cultural context which sets the constant improvement of the standard of living as a social goal),
has a very sociological answer: It is other individuals with whom the individual has frequent social

contact.

3.4  Thorstein Veblen and James Duesenberry

The society Veblen describes is organized around the desire of individuals to emulate practices
which socially and culturally connote honor, success, and/or high social status.*** According to
Veblen, the accumulation of wealth is related to an individual’s self-esteem and social ranking.
Individuals are driven to emulate the higher-ranking members of society who have accumulated
more wealth, and thus more honor and respect. Veblen calls this process “pecuniary emulation.”**

Pecuniary emulation is the sociocultural mechanism which reproduces certain property structures

and hierarchical social relations.

In the modern industrial community of mass consumption and production, the social comparison
between individuals and the desire for social status is expanded and intensified as more individuals
are able to accumulate and exhibit goods.** The pecuniary strength of an individual is measured
by her/his level of her/his conspicuous abstention from labor.”” Thus, the main object of an
individual’s emulation and social comparison are leisure practices and the possession and

exhibition of various goods associated with high social status.?®®
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Veblen makes a distinction between individuals who belong to pecuniary inferior classes and those

*® The former emulate the latter, and in this way, the

who belong to pecuniary superior classes.
superior classes “extend their coercive influence” over the inferior classes. According to Veblen,
“no class of society, not even the most abjectly poor, forgoes all customary conspicuous
consumption.””” The individuals of the lower classes desire to emulate the consumption practices
of the pecuniary superior classes, but this desire is at the same time “mandatory.”””" The desire to

conform and to conspicuously emulate the upper classes creates a form of social cohesion based

on the norms and value systems of the pecuniary superior classes.””

In contrast to Marx, Veblen does not locate the modern problem of individuals in physical, but in

emotional privations of “status anxieties.”?” As Veblen writes:

The existing system has not made, and does not tend to make, the industrious poor poorer as
measured absolutely in means of livelihood; but it does tend to make them relatively poorer, in
their own eyes, as measured in terms of comparative economic importance, and, curious as it

may seem at first sight, that is what seems to count.?’

Veblen’s social critique of the social diffusion of the value system of the leisure class is
accompanied by a priori views on human nature and social hierarchies. Veblen’s society has very
clear hierarchical structures and relations, and its social mechanism of emulation operates
horizontally. Emulation initiates individuals from lower classes to a certain mode of conformity
and social organization which is clearly produced by the upper classes. Veblen’s theory highlights
an important, but one-sided social function of emulation. One of the theoretical aims of this study
is to develop a more elaborated model of how emulation or imitation operates and, most

importantly, how is socially diffused.

It has already been shown how both Veblen and Duesenberry (and Tarde) emphasized the
significance of frequent everyday social contacts and the individual’s intense observation of the

social becoming of her/his neighbor or Unique Subject. Duesenberty argues that

the absolute level of consumption of high quality goods is not as important as the relative level.

An individual consuming the same goods year after year will feel progressively worse off if
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her/his neighbors upgrade their quality of their consumption. This is because he will feel
relatively less successful in achieving the goal of high standard of living and will therefore suffer

from a loss of self-esteem.275

Self-esteem, conceptualized as the social product of constant comparison, a never-ending process
of keeping up with the social becoming of others, of the neighbor, within the consumption sphere,
is also found in Veblen’s work. The wealth of an individual is “demonstrated” in the consumption
sphere and “so soon as the possession of property becomes the basis of popular esteem |[...] it
becomes also a requisite to the complacency which we call self-respect.””® An individual, according
to Veblen, will suffer great and chronic dissatisfaction when the compatison of her/his goods with
the better goods of her/his acquaintances will always highlight something that s/he her/himself

lacks or is missing.””’

Despite the similarities between Veblen and Duesenberry, there are two points of disagreement.
The first is that Veblen argues that, even if an individual achieves the average wealth of her/his
neighbors, s/he will still have feelings of dissatisfaction. S/he will tend to want to increase her/his
wealth even more and demonstrate her/his higher status by acquiring better good than her/his
frequent social contacts (conspicuous consumption).”” Conspicuous consumption should be
understood as “the need of conforming to established usage [...] Most people do not consciously
set out to conspicuously consume. Instead, they seek to maintain their self-esteem by keeping up
‘the accredited standard of taste.”*”” Veblen concludes that “in the nature of the case, the desire
for wealth can scarcely be satiated in any individual instance, and evidently a satiation of the average
or general desire for wealth is out of the question.””® Duesenberry, on the other hand, argues that
the more equal the wealth distribution is within a society, the less individuals would be compelled
to compare themselves to their neighbors, and the more they would tend to increase their

savings.z81

Their second point of disagreement is that Duesenberry argues that the demonstration effect does

not depend on emulation or imitation, and can be analyzed without the concept of conspicuous
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consumption.” Two limitations of Duesenberry’s work, one economic and one sociological, can
be observed here. Duesenberry has argued that the solution of the individual’s constant
dissatisfaction (the weakening of individual’s walls of resistance to better consumer goods) is found

on the reduction of savings and increase of consumption.

The demonstration effect is a socio-psychological process of reallocating one’s individual income
from savings to spending. This allows her/him to increase her/his social self-esteem among
her/his frequent social contacts by becoming the owner of a better house, a holiday home or
apartment, a cat, clothes, or mobile phone, and/or by taking vacations. But what happens if the
demonstration effect takes place and the individual does not have the income, savings, or other

means of increasing her/his consumption in order to be free of discomfort?

Duesenberry argues that the cultural walls of resistance to the desire for superior consumer goods
are weakened by the social structure of the modern society, which “is formally classless.”*” The
possibility of social mobility and the attainment of higher social status enables every individual to
compare her/his goods and her/his consumption patterns to better or worse ones. Under those
conditions, feelings of inferiority and the drive towards superior goods are strengthened, and the
demonstration effect can spread much faster and more extensively in the society. The
demonstration effect can thus be blocked when social mobility is restricted. Once again, the
question is how, in “a formally classless” society, can the demonstration effect actually be blocked,

and how can these blockages be overcome?

Veblen, like Duesenberry, observes that “in modern civilized communities the lines of

demarcation between social classes have grown vague and transient,”” but, as he writes:

The members of each stratum accept as their ideal of decency the scheme of life in vogue in the
next higher stratum, and bend their energies to live up to that ideal. On pain of forfeiting their
good name and their self-respect in case of failure, they must conform to the accepted code, at

least in appearance.?8¢

Veblen recognizes that individuals must “at least in appearance” conform. Even if individuals
cannot climb the ladder of social mobility, they can still appear to have become what their

neighbor/Unique subject-Subject is by emulating her/him through certain practices. But how
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can an individual emulate another individual if s/he does not have the income or the savings?
The expansion of the consumer credit market (as means of an imaginary social mobility, a
social mobility of appearance) answers this question. Through the acquisition of credit,
individuals who need to wait a long time to gather the necessary savings, or even individuals
who have not and will never have direct access to superior consumer goods through their
income and savings, can imitate the social becoming of their neighbor in the consumption
sphere. This means that the concepts of imitation and credit (and debt) need to be investigated

together.

In the next chapter, the sociological limitation of Duesenberry’s work will be overcome
through the work of Gabriel Tarde. Every single theoretical step that Duesenberry takes in
order to conceptualize the demonstration effect has as a precondition the function of
imitation. An individual’s option to freely compare and adopt the practices of another, and
the expansion of this option in “formally classless societies,” as Duesenberry writes, is the
result of what Gabriel Tarde defines as free imitation as developed within democratic social

organizations.

The social concentration of free imitation within the consumption sphere is therefore a
structural socioeconomic condition, as has been shown in chapter two. Through imitation (or
emulation, according to Veblen) a social unity, a social relation is reproduced. If individuals
of lower pecuniary strength and status have the chance to emulate individuals of higher
pecuniary strength and social status, even only in appearance, within the consumption sphere
through “prestige symbols,” then a social opposition and distance is transformed to a social
bond between individuals.”” In order to investigate more thoroughly and systematically the
function of imitation as a reproductive force of social relations, the following chapter explores
Gabriel Tarde’s sociology of imitation, along with Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of distinction and

pretention.
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Chapter 4: Sociology of imitation: Gabriel Tarde

What is society? I have answered: Society is imitation.2s8

4.1 The materialism of Marx and Tarde

Tarde’s definition of imitation starts with the remark that it cannot be distinguished from the
definition of the social: “If we observe that whenever there is a social relation between two living
beings, there we have imitation in this sense of the word.”*® This does not mean that every social
relation or phenomenon can be reduced to a manifestation of imitation, but rather that imitation
highlights the functional complexity of social relations.”” It is important to note that, by using
imitation to analyze the function of the social, Tarde implicitly defines the social as a dynamic
process which cannot be understood statically. He interprets the social through the functional
relation of the parts that reproduce it. A social phenomenon can only be understood through its
process of reproduction, and not in the moment of its production.” That makes imitation and
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invention “‘the elementary social acts,”** as they construct the basis for every reproduction of social

actions. They exist within every social action because they transform an action into a social relation.

Tarde’s materialism is grounded in a certain style of analogizing the social and the material.
According to Tarde, in the cosmic and biological worlds, atoms/stars and cells repeat their motions
in coherent, observable ways which form certain biological and cosmic patterns and
architectures.” Science is not the mere identification of causes and effects, but the knowledge
which derives from observing these repetitions that allow the numbers and measurement to be

developed.”

If the observation of the phenomena of repetitions and resemblances of stars developed into the

science of astronomy, and the observation of the natural world into biology, then “the above
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reflections can be applied to the growth of social science.”” All historically observed forms of
social organization, with their institutions, industries, arts, myths, and theories, “although they are
themselves social, they are caused by repetitions of a biological or physical order.””® Tarde
identifies imitation as the form of social repetition that could explain why human individuals
produce certain social orders. As Tarde writes: “Imitation plays a role in societies analogous to that
of heredity in organic life or to that of vibration among inorganic bodies.”” However, the social
repetition of individuals, which produces a social order, is not similar to the natural laws that dictate
the repetitions of stars and cells. The difference is that “individuals were conscious beings whose
actions were necessarily intentional.”*® Thus, imitation is not a mimicking behavior, but a moral
phenomenon.”” “Individuals committed themselves to certain kinds of practices as right and
proper. Because social imitation was conscious, it was uniquely able to generate moral

95300

solidarities”" whereby the individual feels certain responsibilities towards the social group and

through which s/he acquires her/his sense of social and moral identity.*” In The Laws of Imitation,

Tarde defines society “as a group of beings who are apt to imitate one another.”””

Tarde’s conceptualization of the social mechanism of imitation as a moral process, and the
question of how the social spread of imitation defines the establishment of certain moral orders in
certain social groups, is one of this study’s theoretical foundations (the other is taken from Charles

Taylor) for the later (chapter five) construction of the concepts of imaginary credit and debt.

How does Tarde’s materialism differ from Marx’s historical materialism?

According to Peter Singer, Marx’s concept of “productive forces are things used to produce. They
include labour-power, raw materials, and the machines available to process them.””” However,
Marx also defined the social itself as a productive force. This point offers a basis from which to

compare Marx’s and Tarde’s materialism.
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Marx constructs his method of historical materialism upon three essential historical social actions

which take place simultaneously and not in a specific order™™:

- The production of individual’s means of subsistence
- The production of new needs after the satisfaction of the first needs
- The social organization and co-operation of individuals

Marx writes:

By social we understand the co-operation of several individuals, no matter under what conditions,
in what manner and to what end. It follows from this that a certain mode of production, or
industrial stage, is always combined with a certain mode of co-operation, or social stage, and this
mode of co-operation is itself a ‘productive force’. Further, that the multitude of productive
forces accessible to men determines the nature of society, hence, that the ‘history of humanity’

must always be studied and treated in relation to the history of industry and exchange.305

Marx’s aim is to answer the question of why societies and property structures change over time.
According to Marx, a society is reproduced through productive forces which are organized under
specific property structures. Why does a society in one historical era have different property
structures than another one, and what forces drive this change? This is the core question Marx
asks to begin developing historical materialism. His answer lies in the development of the

productive forces.

According to Marx the property structures in any society are interrelated with the level of the
development of its productive forces. When the productive forces are developed at a certain level
which cannot be organized by the existing property structures, a period of social change is initiated,
which either can lead to a new property structure of the productive forces or to their destruction.”
Historically, these periods are often characterized by violence as the established regime of the old
property structure attempts to continue its established social reproduction. If the new property
structures of the productive forces prevail, then the process of incorporating the productive forces

into the new property structures, which will allow them to be further developed, also occurs

through and amid social violence.””” If the productive forces have not developed at a level that
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contradicts the specific hierarchical property structures, then according to Marx, the society will

not change, no matter how much its people might revolt.

Historical social change

Marx

Nor will we explain to them that it is only
possible to achieve real liberation in the real
wortld and by employing real means, that slavery
cannot be abolished without the steam-engine
and the mule and spinning-jenny, serfdom
cannot be abolished without improved
agriculture, and that, in general, people cannot be
liberated as long as they are unable to obtain food
and drink, housing and clothing in adequate
quality and quantity. “Liberation” is an historical
and not a mental act, and it is brought about by
historical conditions, the development of
industry, commerce, agriculture, the conditions
of intercourse. (Marx and Engels, The German

1deology)

Tarde

The invention of the water-mill, for example, in
lightening slave labour to a considerable degree,
prepared the way for the slave’s emancipation;
and, in general, if a sufficient number of
machines had not been successively invented, we
might still have slaves in our midst [...] But is
nevertheless the desire to imitate the superior, to
be, like him, believed in, obeyed, and waited
upon, was an immense, although latent, force
which urged on the transformations 1 have
mentioned; and it needed only the necessary
accident of these inventions or discoveries to be
developed. (Tarde, The Laws of Imitation)

Tarde focuses on the function of the social. For Marx, the form of co-operation among individuals
(Weise des Zusammenwirkens) is the productive force which reproduces a social relation: “The social
powet, i.e., the multiplied productive force, which arises through the co-operation of different
individuals as it is determined by the division of labour.””” Tarde examines the function of the

productive force of the social through its reproduction based on imitation.

Marx defines the social by asking: What is the difference between the actions of animals and the
actions of humans for their material reproduction? Each living organism is generally separated
from others through its “physical organization” (&érperliche Organisation), from how this physical
organization is expressed as an active survival drive in relation to the natural environment and to
other livings organisms. Marx starts from the activity of a living organism — a bee, a beaver, a cat,
etc. have an essentially different approach towards their physical environment and themselves than

humans do. Where does this essential difference lie> How is the expression of the physical
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organization of individuals, which is expressed in their actions for their survival or material

reproduction, different from other animals’?

Marx’s answer is very much influenced by Hegel, who writes that:

The animal has a limited range of ways and means for satisfying his limited wants. Man in his
dependence proves his universality and his ability to become independent, firstly, by multiplying
his wants and means, and, secondly, by dissecting the concrete want into parts. The parts then

become other wants, and through being specialized are more abstract than the first.3

Marx follows Hegel’s analysis and answers that this difference is located on how individuals
produce their means of subsistence. While there are animals that produce their own means of
subsistence, like bees with their honeycombs, the difference is that animals have definite natural
cycles from which they cannot escape. As Hegel writes: “A man’s appetites, which are not a closed
circle like the instinct of the animal, are widened by picture-thought and reflection. He may carry
appetite even to the spurious infinite.””"" The bee, for example, always produces its honey in exactly
the same way. In contrast, humans are not naturally limited or bounded to produce the means of
their subsistence in an unchanged way; not because they have chosen it, but “because it is

determined by their physical organization” within a given natural environment.
Marx argues that:

The first premise of all human history is, of course, the existence of living human individuals.
Thus the first fact to be established is the physical organisation of these individuals and their
consequent relation to the rest of nature. Of course, we cannot here go either into the actual
physical nature of man, or into the natural conditions in which man finds himself — geological,

hydrographical, climatic and so on.31!
Tarde would have responded: “Why not?”

And this is exactly what he does. If the first premise of all human history is the physical
organization of human individuals, then why not start from there by developing an analogy

between the social and the material?

309 G.W.F Hegel., Philosophy of Right, trans. S.W Dyde (Kitchener, Ontario: Batoche Books, 2001), 160—
161.

310 Ibid., 157.

3 Marx, Selected Writings, 176-177.
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Instead of taking this path, Marx abstracts from the function of the “physical organization” of
individuals and uses its product, the ready activity or the social, in order to examine the material
preconditions of its reproduction based on labor. In other words, Marx does not develop an
analogy between the social and biological/cosmic worlds, but rather establishes the material
reproduction of individuals as social. This is one very essential difference between the materialisms
of Marx and Tarde. Tarde focuses on the material mechanism (repetition) which produces and
reproduces the social. He acknowledges the sociological importance of the study of individuals’
material natural resources, the conditions of their labor, and the different political and social

interests which are formed based on their material conditions, but argues that:

It would be erroneous to think, however, that because we had shown the adaptation of living or
social types to external phenomena we had thereby explained them. The explanation must be
sought for in the law which express the internal relations of cells or of minds in association. This
is the reason, why, in this discussion of pure and abstract, not of concrete and applied sociology,

I must set aside considerations of the above nature.312

4.2 The theoretical meeting of Marx and Tarde

The previous section illustrated the main epistemological difference between Tarde’s and Marx’s
materialism. Are there also similarities between Tarde’s and Marx’s approaches? If our engagement
with their work is not focused on the strict epistemological differences, but on conclusions the
two theorists draw about the historical development of societies, then Tarde’s contribution could

actually be seen to complement Marx’s materialism.

Both Marx and Tarde acknowledge the importance of technological development (development
of the means of production) for the reorganization of the social hierarchies. Tarde writes that
technological development creates the material conditions for the emancipation of certain social
groups (for example, slave laborers), adding that what actually makes individuals revolt and social
hierarchies be reorganized is the latent force of imitation: the desire of socially inferior groups to

imitate their superiors.

There is no reason why Marx would disagree with this. Marx was a political economist, and as has

been mentioned before, he states clearly that he does not focus on the physical organization of

32 Tarde, The Laws of Imitation, 140-141.
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individuals and merely mentions the social as a productive force without any interest in developing
it further. Marx’s specific interest is rather to describe the material preconditions of the historical

changes in a society’s property structures.

Tarde investigates how historical accidental inventions or discoveries developed through the latent
force of imitation. However, this accidental character is a structural condition and does not
contradict the process of “accumulation” for the development of the means of production, as

Bruno Latour zlrgues.313
Tarde writes that:

Let us likewise ward off the vapid individualism which consists in explaining social changes as
the caprices of certain great men. On the other hand, let us explain these changes through the
more or less fortuitous appearance, as to time and place, of certain great ideas, or rather, of a
considerable number of both major and minor ideas, ideas which are generally anonymous and
usually of obscure birth; which are simple or abstruse; which are seldom illustrious, but which
are always novel. Because of this latter attribute, I shall take the liberty of baptizing them

collectively inventions or discoveries.3!4

Accumulation is the material condition that facilitates the diffusion of the laws of imitation. In
cities, for example (as centers of accumulation), imitation spreads much faster than in rural areas.
Tarde gives the example of luxuries, which “are more contagious than simple appetites and
primitive needs [...] [I]n a capital city, it is only necessary for the attention of ten person to become
ostensibly fixed upon this thing in order that one hundred, one thousand, or ten thousand persons
may quickly take an interest in it and enthuse about it.””"” In Marx’s terms, accumulation is the
material precondition of the separation of physical and mental labor, which is the force that

develops new needs and new means of satisfaction.

Marx and Tarde also differ when it comes to the role of ideas in social change. Very simply put,
Marx emphasizes the material preconditions of social change, while Tarde emphasizes that ideas
must change before material conditions can. This is, again, an oversimplification of both Tarde’s

and Marx’s arguments.

313 Bruno Latour and Vincent Antonin Lépinay, The Science of Passionate Interests: An Introduction to Gabriel
Tarde’s Economic Anthropolegy (Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2009), 36.

314 Tarde, The Laws of Imitation, 2.

315 Ibid., 196.
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According to Marx, the reproduction of the private interests presupposes their representation as

the common interest of the society at the level of ideas and social aims:

For each new class which puts itself in the place of one ruling before it, is compelled, merely in
order to carry through its aim, to represent its interest as the common interest of all the members
of society, that is, expressed in ideal form: it has to give its ideas the form of universality, and

represent them as the only rational, universally valid ones.31¢

In Tarde’s terms, that means that the ruled classes have to imitate, at the level of ideas and aims,

the ruling class.

In all periods, the ruling classes have been or have begun by being the model classes. [...]
Imitation, then, contrary to what we might infer from certain appearances, proceeds from the
inner to the outer man. It seems at first sight as if a people or a class began to imitate another by
copying its luxury and its fine arts before it became possessed of its tastes and literature, of its

aims and ideas, in a word, of its spirit. Precisely the contrary, however occurs.?!?

From imitating their ideas and spirit, the ruled class proceeds to imitate the lifestyle of the ruling
class. When the ruled class manages to imitate the ruling class in everything, it will have the “feeling
that they both belong by right to the same society.””"® However, if the ruling class does not allow

the ruled class to have the same rights, then, as Tarde notes, a period of revolt and unrest will

follow.*"

One other similarity between Marx and Tarde is that they both see society as being divided into
two groups. Marx comes to this conclusion through the development of historical materialism
(division of labor, property structures, class analysis) and Tarde through the function of the social,
through the laws of imitation which historically divide individuals into two major camps, whether

in politics, war, philosophy, religion, etc.

Combining the materialisms of Marx and Tarde may thus lead to an examination of the
development of productive forces and their corresponding property structures, and of how the
laws of imitation function when, for example, there is a contradiction between property structures
and productive forces. How, for example, is the desire to imitate the socially superior individual

blocked, even when the material conditions allow the social diffusion of imitation?

316 Thid., 21.

N7 Tarde, The Laws of Imitation, 199.
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319 Tbid., 348.
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Despite the possible reading of Tarde and Marx as complementary to each other, there is one
major difference between their theories that needs to be taken into account, and that is their
differing conceptions of the individual. For Marx, individuals can only exist in relationships, and
society is defined by individuals in social relations. Individuals cannot be separated from their
social relations, which are primarily constituted and reproduced through (labor) activity. Tarde, on
the other hand, “rejected appeals to the collective or to prefabricated social forces as explanatory
variables. For Tarde, society consisted of individuals alone, and in order to explain how they
coordinated their actions, he continually invoked the concept of imitation.”** Although Tarde was
not a collectivist, it is important to note that imitation, as discussed above, functions as a moral
process. Individuals need to understand, to believe, or to desire to imitate certain social norms.”
The social mechanism of imitation as a moral process produces moral orders and expands the
bonds between individuals, who then consciously reproduce these bonds.” This point is crucial
because it can be seen as the beginning of a theoretical reconstruction of Tarde’s social mechanism

of imitation.

Although Marx’s analysis of the alienation of labor is generally accepted, the social becoming of
individuals (which takes an alienated form within the productive sphere) reproduces itself as a
consumption-induced sociality. Tarde’s social mechanism of imitation helps us to better
conceptualize the reproduction of the modern consumption-induced sociality, but again, it appears
to be a mere social mechanism, whose laws dictate how individuals function. However, imitation
is also a moral action which may or may not be performed for historical, cultural, and political

reasons.

In a certain sense, then, what is at stake is the conceptual transformation of a mechanism of social
imitation, in Tarde’s sense, into a generalized, socially sanctioned ambition of imitation with the
telos of upward mobility within the consumption sphere — in other words, the transformation of
a social mechanism into a social imaginary. This will be further discussed in chapter five, which

combines Tarde’s social mechanism of imitation and Taylot’s concept of the social imaginary.

In the following section, the historical transition from the heredity imitation of aristocratic social
organizations to the free imitation of democratic social organizations is outlined. The development

of free imitation within the consumption sphere is a simultaneous expansion of social and moral

320 King, “Gabriel Tarde and Contemporary Social Theory,” 56.
321 Ibid., 57.
322 Ibid.
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inclusion of individuals. In this sense, free imitation can be seen as part of individuals’ social

background, which allows them to have a certain understanding of their society and polity.

4.3 From heredity imitation to free imitation

Tarde distinguishes two types of social organization in which individuals imitate those of higher
social status: The atistocratic and the democratic social organization.’” It is important to note here
that “democracy” refers more to a social order than to a political system; or rather, the political

institutions gain their significance from how the social order is symbolically organized.

In an aristocratic social organization, the individuals of lower social status imitate the nobility, and
the nobility, in their turn, imitate its leaders and kings.”** Tarde refers to M. de Barante’s
observation that, in the 15th century, “ ‘it was purposed to strictly forbid all those games, dices,
cards, or rackets, which had found a way to the people in imitation of the court.” The innumerable

card players that we see in the inns and taverns of today are, then, unwitting copyists of our old

royal courts. Forms and rules of politeness have spread through the same channel.”*”
Tarde concludes that:

the influence of the upper classes upon the lower [...] of adults upon children, of upper classmen
upon lower, is felt even in the matter of accent, we can go no longer doubt that it is felt a fortiori

in matters of writing, gesture, facial expression, dress, and custom.32¢

However, in aristocratic forms of organizations, the imitation process can be hindered by the fact
that the lower classes do not have the right to imitate. The heredity power structure of aristocratic
forms of organization produces social/cultural blockages of imitation. This means that it functions
more slowly between groups of different status and power, and more quickly within groups of
similar social status (heredity imitation). This blockage of imitation is related to what Tarde calls
the “understanding of superiority.” Tarde stresses that superiority is recognized not through force,

but through an “understanding’:

323 Tarde, The Laws of Imitation, 198.
324 Tbid., 217.

325 Tbid.

326 Tbid., 217-218.
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The superiority which is imitated is the superiority which is understood; and that which is
understood is what is believed, or seen, to be conducive to benefits which are appreciated because

they satisfy certain wants.327

The above passage resembles Duesenberry’s idea that the desire of an individual to constantly
improve her/his standards of living, related to her/his self-esteem, corresponds not only to a need,
but also to a goal of that individual’s society. This “understanding” of superiority is produced by
certain social relations which are historically determined. For example, as Tarde writes, “in
primitive times [superior qualities| were physical vigour and skill, physical bravery; later, skill in
war and eloquence in council; still later, aesthetic imagination, industrial ingenuity, scientific
genius.””* The diffusion of imitation beyond the heredity blockages is a social expansion of the
understanding of superiority via the incorporation of individuals from smaller social groups into

larger ones.

One other blockage of imitation, present in aristocratic forms of social organization, has to do
with the function of the second law of imitation. According to Tarde, it is not the most superior
thing that will “be the most imitated, but, in reality, the thing that is most imitated is the most
superior one of those that are nearest.”” The passage below is very valuable in understanding the
relationship between the blockages of imitation and their transcendence through the transition

from aristocratic to democratic forms of social organization:

In fact, the influence of the model’s example is efficacious inversely to its distance as well as
directly to its superiority. Distance is understood here in its sociological meaning. However
distant in space a stranger may be, he is close by, from this point of view, if we have numerous
and daily relations with him and if we have every facility to satisfy our desire to imitate him. This
law of the imitation of the nearest, of the least distant, explains the gradual and consecutive
character of the spread of an example that has been set by the highest social ranks. We may infer,
as its corollary, when we see a lower class setting itself to imitating for the first time a much higher

class, that the distance between the two had diminished.33¢

This idea recalls Duesenberry’s demonstration effect and how it takes place within the circle of

frequent social contacts, as well as Veblen’s concept of the neighbor as the spectator of one’s

27 Ibid., 234.

25 Thid., 233-234.
29 Thid., 224.

30 Thid.
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everyday life. However, Tarde is the first to offer a complete system of the functional reproduction

of social relations based on imitation.

The transcendence of imitation blockages and the transition from one-sided to mutual imitation is
related to the transition from aristocratic to democratic forms of social organization. “A period is
called democratic as soon as the distance between all classes has lessened enough, through various
causes, to allow of the external imitation of the highest by lowest.”””' The more the blockages of
imitation are overcome, the more the democratic form of social organization is able to expand.
The first question that needs to be answered is, then, what is the relationship between the

aristocratic and democratic forms of social organization?

According to Tarde, the democratic social organization is a socially expanded form of the
aristocratic social organization, in the sense that the imitation of the higher classes by the lower is
reproduced with fewer obstacles. Through democracy, the aristocratic form has been socially
expanded, and at the same time, this expansion changed the form of aristocracy. Progress towards
social and political equality has historically been first established within small groups of individuals
belonging to the upper classes.” According to Tarde, the imitation of the upper classes by the
lower has been fully realized in democracy. In aristocratic social organizations, imitation was
limited to heredity imitation. Not every individual could or had the right to imitate her/his

superiors, as social mobility was restricted:

The slow progress of industry during the Middle Ages, and even in the beginning of the modern
era, has also been attributed to the absurdity of sumptuary laws, and the narrow and mechanical
organization of corporations. [...] Sumptuary laws checked or deadened the tendency to imitate
one class on the part of other classes; and corporate monopoly prevented outside producers from

copying the processes in use by members of the corporation.33?

Tarde characterizes the hierarchical social structure in democracies as a brilliant hierarchy. The
“brilliance” lies in the fact that “the public alone is free or thinks it is free” to imitate individuals
of higher classes.” How does this brilliance function? It transforms more and more individuals
into spectators of social superiorities and integrates them into a common social and cultural

structure of understanding superiorities.

31 Ibid., 225.
32 Ibid., 231.
33 Ibid., 231.
334 Ibid., 225.
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According to Tarde, a democratic social organization where imitation is expanded as free imitation
reflects an established hierarchical social structure.” In democratic forms of social organization,

“the modern man flatters himself that he is making a free choice,”

when s/he is actually only
free to imitate what is socially acknowledged and accepted as a practice of high social status. In
this way, a certain hierarchical social structure is reproduced, but it is a hierarchy and social
coherence which is much more expanded and solid than in the aristocratic form of social

organization.

Tarde writes that “obedience is a kind of imitation.””” For the purposes of this study, Tarde’s
concept of obedience should be replaced by the concept of conformity, following the conceptualization
of the conformist subject. In other words, conformity is a kind of imitation. Tarde makes clear

that when he refers to obedience, he means “conscious and voluntary act[s].”**

Tarde sees an individual’s obedience (from now on, conformity) as a form of borrowing the

desires, sentiments, and will of another individual.*”’

As he writes, “when one person copies
another, when one class begins to pattern its dress, its furniture, and its amusements after those of
another, it means that it has already borrowed from the latter the wants and sentiments of which

these methods of life are the outward manifestations.”**

Tarde writes that, before the imitation of specific practices, there is a form of borrowing the desires,
sentiments, and will of another individual. This borrowing should be interpreted here as the
understanding of the social or moral superiority through free imitation. Based on this observation, we may

now ask: If there is a “borrowing” (credit), does this mean that there is also a debt?

This debt should then be the process of fulfilling the desire, sentiments, and will of another
individual who appears as the moral telos (the upward social mobility within the consumption
sphere), the Unique Subject. The conformist subject’s act of borrowing in order to desire like the
Unique Subject will be conceptualized as zzaginary credit, and the debt, the process of repaying this

credit, is conceptualized as imaginary debt. Chapter five investigates these two key concepts in detail.

35 Ibid.
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4.4 Bourdieu’s contribution: The pretention of the middle class

Bourdieu argues that “objectively and subjectively aesthetic stances adopted in matters like
cosmetics, clothing or home decoration are opportunities to experience or assert one’s position in
social space, as a rank to be upheld or a distance to be kept.”**" If Bourdieu’s distinction is
combined with Tarde’s analysis of the function of free imitation, the following argument can arise:
As free, mutual imitation functions, it integrates more and more individuals into a common group
with a certain social hierarchy. Within this group, individuals copy and imitate each other freely,
and superiorities are multiplied as they become more specific. Superiority can be recognized or
reflected in any individual. Any individual can become superior in something and be freely
imitated. Thus, the distinction is also multiplied; or in other words, every individual can be

distinguished from another through different forms of superiorities.
How does this process function in the consumption sphere?

Bourdieu offers a system of aesthetic positions, a system of how individuals from the higher classes
distinguish, affirm, and distance themselves from the lower classes within the sphere of cultural
consumption.”” However, for the purposes of this study, we will focus on his analysis of the
middle-class process of distinction, which then can be related to Tarde’s, Duesenberry’s, and

Veblen’s lines of argumentation, as well as to the moral construction of the consumption sphere.

The entry of middle-class individuals (Bourdieu uses the term of petite bourgeoisie) “into the game of
distinction is marked, inter alia, by the anxiety of exposing oneself to classification by offering to
the taste of others such infallible indices of personal taste as clothes or furniture.”*” The
competition within the middle class for distinction is very high, and is intensified for every
individual within the circle of her/his most frequent contacts.”* This idea has been also found in
Tarde’s, Veblen’s, and Duesenberry’s work. To their framework, Bourdieu introduces the concept
of pretention. “In the intermediate position are the practices which are perceived as pretentious,
because of the manifest discrepancy between ambition and possibilities.”** The middle-class
(conformist) subject is an anxious subject, as its distinction is always questionable and needs to be

proved:

341 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critigue of the Judgement of Taste (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1984), 57.

342 Ibid.

343 Ibid.

344 Ibid.

345 Ibid., 176.

76



Pretention, the recognition of distinction that is affirmed in the effort to possess it, albeit in the
illusory form of bluff or imitation, inspires the acquisition, in itself vulgarizing, of the previously
most distinctive properties; it thus helps to maintain constant tension in the symbolic goods
market, forcing the possessors of distinctive properties threatened with popularization to engage

in an endless pursuit of new properties through which to assert their rarity.34¢

When the individual cannot be distinguished through what s/he has and who s/he is (income,
social status, cultural capital), and under pressure from what Veblen calls the unsympathetic

neighbor, s/he pretends, imitates, or bluffs.

He constantly overshoots the mark for fear of falling short, betraying his uncertainty and anxiety
about belonging in his anxiety to show or give the impression that he belongs. He is bound to be
seen — both by the working classes, who do not have this concern with their being-for-others,
and by the privileged classes, who, being sure of what they are, do not care what they seem — as
the man of appearances, haunted by the look of others and endlessly occupied with being seen

in a good light.#7

The middle classes, according to Bourdieu, are committed to the symbolic.”* Consumption
practices are one of the most significant stages on which the middle class seeks to enact its
distinction, and it is here that the expansion of consumer credit comes into play. Under certain

historical and economic circumstances, the bluff is realized through the acquisition of credit.

Tarde argues that sociology is the science best suited to uncover the secrets of imitation because,
in social relations, imitation works through the “brain,” and is thus potentially subject to reflection.
It can be seen from “within.” Bourdieu, in contrast, argues that imitation is by and large an un-

reflected process. Does credit serve to erect these obstacles to reflection?

The expansion of credit can be seen as the required social energy for the faster diffusion of
imitation. Duesenberty argues that the demonstration effect takes place without the function of
imitation. However, it has been shown that free imitation is a precondition for the demonstration
effect to operate in the first place. A blockage of free imitation arises when an individual does not
have enough income or savings to consume the goods that her/his neighbor does, and this

obstacle socially restricts the demonstration effect.

346 Ibid., 251-252.
347 Ibid., 253.
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The social becoming of higher-income groups within the consumption sphere constructs a
distance between them and the lower income/savings groups. This is the construction of a
distinction, as Bourdieu puts it. Distinction creates a distance that the individual does not need to
close. Conversely, imitation creates a distance that the individual does need to close. Imitation is
socially disclosed through mass credit expansion, because credit allows individuals to move, to
become, to socially ascend, even in the absence of sufficient income or savings. Nevertheless,
imitation and distinction are not opposite processes. Distinction creates a distance and a pull at

the same time, and imitation resembles that pull.

When individuals imitate the consumer practices of their socially superior neighbor, they
distinguish themselves not only from lower-class individuals, but also from their actual, present

349,

selves. The bluff works chiefly by deceiving the bluffer™":

Being so linked to appearance — the one he has to give, not only to do his job, that is, play his
role, to ‘make believe’, to inspire confidence or respect and present his social character, his
‘presentation’, as guarantee of the products or services he offers (as is the case with salespeople,
business representatives, hostesses, etc.), but also to assert his pretentions and demands, to
advance his interests and upward aspirations — the petit bourgeois is inclined to a Berkeleian
vision of the social world, reducing it to a theatre in which being is never more that perceived

being, a mental representation of a theatrical performance (representation).’>

The problem with the expansion of the perceived beings through credit is that their transformation
into beings lies in the future, in the repayment of their debt. The process of pretention leads the
individual “to live always beyond her/his means, at the cost of a permanent tension that is always

(19

liable to explode into aggressivity.”351 The society often bluffs the bluffer in turn because “it

recognizes them less than they recognize it, in their very revolt, and cannot recognize in them the

values it recognizes officially.”*

The middle class lives always in the future, through “the promise of social ascension, ie.,
embourgeoisement [...] ‘when there is time’, ‘when we’ve paid off the mortgage’, ‘when the
children are older’ or ‘when we’ve retired.””*> Nevertheless, the social function of free imitation,
which is fully developed in democratic social organizations and allows the practice of pretention

to take place, integrates more and more individuals into a socially expanded middle class. In other

349 Ibid., 323.
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words, the more pretention is expanded, the more the middle class appears to constitute a larger

part of society.

Bourdieu argues that the middle classes are the most moralized social groups of a society. Middle-
class individuals live through “a permanent invocation of ‘ought’ [...] These groups not only have
the morality of their interests as everyone does, they have an interest in morality.””* As middle-

class individuals acquite their certificates of morality through education,

they are convinced that
it is their right to occupy certain positions in society by virtue of their qualifications.”™ By
“certificates of morality,” Bourdieu means an institutional guarantee that the individual (as
graduate) has socially conformed, has proved her/his docility.” This description resembles the
Althusserian view of the educational system as the most important institution that teaches

individuals how to conform through their “free will” and not through a direct form of

enforcement.

The middle classes’ moral compass is based on the fact that its present is only valuable insofar as
it contributes to the meeting of future expectations, to the middle classes becoming something
other than they are in the present. An individual ought to perform a series of actions in order to
“become.” Since the individual becoming is mediated by the acquisition of certain skills through
education, education itself becomes a moral sphere and thus, as Bourdieu argues, the middle
classes, especially in times of crisis, can only question their social structures through “symbolic
weapons™® such as campaigns for reform in education, democratization, and information.””
Another element of the strongly moral existence of the middle class is its gradual understanding
of the mismatch between the promises that they have been given and the actual reality. This

resentment pushes individuals to strengthen their moral understanding of their society and impacts

how they imagine their polity:

Their resentment often leads to fundamentally ambiguous political positions in which verbal
fidelity to past convictions is a mask for present disenchantment, when it does not simply serve

to justify moral indignation; and the somewhat lachrymose, humanistic anarchism which may

34 Ibid., 339, 353.
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outlive adolescence in some elderly, long-haired bohemians can easily veer with age into a fascistic

nihilism endlessly ruminating on scandals and plots.3

Bourdieu’s analysis renders pretention, or the imitation of superior classes which is
concentrated mainly in appearance, as an elementary characteristic of the middle class. The
middle-class individual lives with the constant stress of becoming and being distinguished.
There is a difference between distinction and recognized distinction, because a socially recognized
distinction can also not be a distinction, but just a bluff on the part of an individual who wants
to be associated with a higher social status. Middle-class individuals bluff constantly, but

society can bluff too, through the often unfulfilled promise of social ascension.

Chapter 5: The social imaginary and sociology of imitation

5.1 Taylor’s social imaginary

One of the most central theoretical questions of this project is why, in periods of economic and
political crisis, individuals may react in the short-term with sociopolitical protests, but in the long

run tend to display social inertia and political apathy.

Chatles Taylot’s concept of the social imagina rovides the theoretical base to answer this
Yy p ginary p
question. In the following sections, Tarde’s social mechanism of imitation will be transformed into

a social imaginary by introducing two new concepts, imaginary credit and imaginary debt.
As Andreas Langenohl writes:
Taylor (2002) and Gaonkar (2002) depict the imaginary as a conservative cultural force that helps

explain why there are no drastic changes in action orientation even at the point when political

systems collapse.’0!

Although some habits cannot be socially reproduced when an economic-political system collapses,

there is a socially imaginary which makes the social and political understanding that was established

360 Ibid., 353.
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