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Introduction
These instructions will help you learn how to ‘follow the things’ and to understand why we want to do that. ‘Following the things’ is a (fun and informative) form of commodity chain analysis. The commodity is seen as the ‘cell’ of the economy and the commodity chain is its ‘DNA’. Tracing a commodity through its chain thus helps us to understand all sorts of social, cultural and economic processes that bind the global economy, linking local sites of production and consumption across the world. In conceptual terms, this is ‘defetishising the commodity’, that is, unveiling the processes and geographies behind its production, exchange, marketing and consumption.


Thinking: understanding commodities


A commodity appears, at first sight, a very trivial thing, and easily understood. Its analysis shows that it is, in reality, a very queer thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties.

Karl Marx, 1868, Capital Volume One (1976 Penguin edition, p. 163)


What is a commodity? A commodity is a good or service (‘products’ or ‘activities’) traded on the market. Commodities are produced by human labour (human labour is always involved in making commodities; human labour itself is a commodity), and this production is often undertaken with the goal of exchanging the good or service on the market for a price. The producer of a good or service is rarely the immediate consumer; things are made for exchange. Commodities are thus a form of social interdependence, and their exchange value is linked to the labour power and time involved in production.


What is commodity fetishism? The function of the market is to provide a means of selling commodities to consumers so that capitalists (who own the means of production) can realise a profit. But the concomitant effect of the market is to separate the worlds of production and consumption, and the social relations of production are hidden to the consumer. Rather than seeing the subjective social relations, labour power and working conditions that make a commodity, consumers see only objective economic relations among money and things. Instead of being able to see the exchange value derived from labour, the ‘things’ appear to have intrinsic value. It’s as if the products fell from the heavens or the sky into our shopping baskets. This is commodity fetishism, in which the market exchange of commodities masks the material, economic character of the human relations of production, between the worker and the capitalist.


People say, “Twenty yards of linen are worth two pounds.” People say that about every thing, that it has a certain value. This is worth that. This coat, this sweater, this cup of coffee: each thing’s worth some quantity of money, or some number of other things – one coat, worth three sweaters, or so much money – as if that coat, suddenly appearing on the earth, contained somewhere inside itself an amount of value, like an inner soul, as if the coat were a fetish, a physical object that contains a living spirit. But what really determines the value of a
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coat? The coat’s price comes from its history, the history of all the people involved in making it and selling it and all the particular relationships they had. And if we buy the coat we, too, form relationships with all these people, and yet we hide those relationships from our own awareness by pretending we live in a world where coats have no history but just fall down from heaven with prices marked inside. “I like this coat,” we say. “It’s not expensive,” as if that were a fact about the coat and not the end of a story about all the people who made it and sold it.

Wallace Shawn, 1991, The Fever (Dramatist’s Play Service, p. 13)


Why do we want to defetishise the commodity? Critical economists, economic geographers and political economists want to defetishise the commodity for a few reasons, all of which can be linked to social justice concerns. First, the market, and its fetishisation of commodities as objects with intrinsic values, gives the impression that the market operates as a ‘natural entity’ free of human intentions – i.e. ‘the equilibrium of the market’ – but in reality the market is complex system based on human needs, wants and relations and socially created. The social relations of production and exchange drive market trends. The commodity is not just an economic thing but also an object that materialises social interdependence … and power. Second, defetishising the commodity enables our understanding and investigation of the social relations of production and exchange: who makes things, under what conditions, where, for whom, for how long, for what remuneration, etc; the complex linkages that happen before the commodity even reaches the market; and the processes of retailing and marketing. Defetishising the commodity thus gives us a clearer understanding of both (1) economic processes over space, and (2) the fundamentally social relations – and interrelationships – of economic processes.


What is a commodity chain? If the commodity is seen as the cell of the economy, creating social and material interdependence, then the commodity chain is its DNA. A commodity chain can be defined as “the collection of interrelated economic activities and industries that produce a particular kind of product or service” (Julie Guthman, 2009, in The Dictionary of Human Geography, 5th edition, Wiley-­‐Blackwell, p. 101). If we think of this collection of activities and industries as a ‘chain’, then each site of extraction, input, production, distribution and consumption is a ‘link’ in the chain. Each ‘link’ provides an opportunity to examine the social relations that underpin the production, exchange and consumption of a commodity. Breaking down the commodity chain into its links is one way to defetishise the commodity and thereby
examine (expose? interrogate?) economic processes. At the suggestion of political economists, we begin with a consumer item and trace back through the sets of inputs that went into it, with particular attention therefore to the sites at and in which different aspects of production take place. These include sites of: extraction of raw materials; design; manufacturing; assembly of parts; trade; retail; marketing; and ultimately consumption.


Doing: investigating commodities


I often ask beginning geography students to consider where their last meal came from. Tracing back all the items used in the production of that meal reveals a relation of dependence upon a whole world of social labour conducted in many different places under very different social relations and conditions of production. … Yet we can in practice consume our meal without the slightest knowledge of the intricate geography of production and the myriad social relationships embedded in the system


that puts it on our table. … But we have to go behind and beyond what the market itself reveals in order to understand how society is working. We have to get behind the veil, the fetishism of the market and the commodity, in order to tell the full story of social reproduction.

David Harvey, 1990, ‘Between space and time: reflections on the geographical imagination’, Annals of the Association of American Geographers 80 (3): 418-434, pp. 422-423.


What is ‘following the things’? ‘Following the things’ is an ethnographic approach to commodity chain analysis that works to defetishise the commodity in question. There are other forms of commodity chain analysis (e.g. supply chain analysis) that simply trace the supply routes for raw materials and component parts that make a finished commodity, and track its distribution and diffusion through markets. This has its own merits, but it doesn’t effectively defetishise the commodity; it still treats the commodity as having intrinsic value. As David Harvey argues, we need to trace the commodity to its sites of production, as well as consumption, in order to understand the social conditions in which things are made and consumed, and therefore get to the full story of social reproduction. Economic processes are social relations, so we are beginning to investigate the social relations that make up the economy and give commodities value; we are beginning to think about the uneven social conditions and geographies of production and consumption within countries and around the world. This approach is therefore ‘ethnographic’ as its focus is to understand people, society and culture as involved in commodity production and consumption. It is not about the market per se (the realm of economics as a discipline); ‘following the things’ is about the social conditions intertwined with markets.


Ian Cook has been a champion of this approach. He is a Professor of Economic and Cultural Geography who advanced the approach in his long-­‐standing research into the global agri-­‐food business. He has traced food commodities (e.g. papayas, hot pepper sauce) back from their site of consumption in North London to their sites of production in Jamaica; examined the social relations making up this commodity chain; and interrogated the social labour conditions at various sites along the chain. Some of his key academic papers, which you will find helpful and informative (and fun, too – his writing is very engaging), include:


· Cook IJ, Harrison M, 2007, Follow the thing: ‘West Indian hot pepper sauce’, Space and Culture 10 (1): 40-­‐63.
· Cook  IJ,  Evans  J,  Griffiths  H,  Morris  R,  Wrathmell  S,  2007, ‘It‘s  more  than  just  what  it  is‘:  defetishising commodities, expanding fields, mobilising change…, Geoforum 38 (6): 1113-­‐1126.
· Cook  IJ,  Evans  J,  Griffiths  H,  Mayblin  L,  Payne  R,  Roberts  D,  2007, ‘Made  in…  ?’  appreciating  the  everyday
geographies of connected lives, Teaching Geography (Summer), pp. 80-­‐83.
· Cook IJ, et al, 2004, Follow the thing: papaya, Antipode 36 (4): 642-­‐664.


He has also developed a very useful and insightful peer-­‐reviewed website called ‘Follow the things’ (http://www.followthethings.com). This site contains diverse ‘follow the things’ case studies from different authors (researchers, journalists, filmmakers, students). Let’s look at one example taken from the site.


Example: Following the Slazenger tennis ball. Read the article ‘New balls, please’ by Fran Abrams. This is a piece from The Guardian, and is an example of investigative journalism. It is also an example of a very interesting ‘follow the thing’ analysis. The article starts with the humble tennis ball, made by Slazenger,


used at Wimbledon, and traces back through the geography of production and the social, economic and labour conditions at the different production sites. Read the article and answer the following questions:


[1] What materials are used to make the Slazenger tennis ball?







[2] Indicate the sites of production and consumption on the map below, and indicate the direction the materials flow.



[image: ]




[3] What work is carried out at each site of production? Describe the socioeconomic and labour conditions at each site. Compare and contrast the sites.












[4] Why is the Barnsley factory closing? Explain the rationale in terms of the local and global labour markets.


Geographical detective work … This is what Ian Cook calls the work involved in ‘following the things’. Getting behind and beyond the commodity brand takes a bit of investigation. Fortunately, Ian Cook and his colleagues have given us some handy, practical advice on how to undertake geographical detective work. They make their suggestions in the context of other examples of ‘following the things’ (socks, chewing gum, ipods). Read the article ‘Made in… ? Appreciating the everyday geographies of connected lives’ by Cook et al, and answer the following questions:


[1] Why are ‘made in labels’ and ‘contents lists’ useful on commodities? Beyond the obvious (telling us what’s in the thing), what do they allow us to do?






[2] What did the ‘made in labels’ and ‘contents lists’ of socks, chewing gum and ipods tell the authors? What international economic and labour relations did they reveal?






[3] Starting with these labels and lists, what do the authors suggest is the next step in geographical detective work?






[4] Which two search engines do they recommend? What information can you find on these?






[5] Now you try!  Pick a product  – a commodity – and think about  how you would find information about its commodity chain. What information do you want to find out (think about consumption, production, geography, etc)? Write down a list of key words that would get you started. Then begin searching for information on the internet.0
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