CHAPTER 2

What things are for

To say that mecaning is a process of communication involving
signs raises the question: What 1s meant by “signs”? Apparently.
material artifacts are the most concrete things that surround us
our homes: We can point to them. look at them. touch them. siton
some of them. somctimes we even bump into them and thus are
forceably reminded of their materiality. One might wonder if
signs or symbols refer only to things such as crucifixes, trophies.
diplomas, or wedding rings, whose main function — if they, in-
deed, have any — is to represent something like religion, achieve-
ments, or relationships. A wedding ring on someone’s hand, for
example. is a sign of attachment, just as a trophy tells of its win-
ner’s prowess and the family’s pride in displaying it. But what
about other types ot objects that seem to have a more clear-cut
function. such as television sets or tfurniture? Do these things also
qualify as “signs”? From our perspective they can provide just as
many meanings as a crucifix or trophy. Television scts certainly
have a utilitarian significance, although a person could live with-
out them. However, the utility of a television set derives from 1s
status as a means for entertainment and information and from
the fact that in our culture about one-quarter of a person’s waking
day is spent watching television, Thus television sets both repre-
sent one of the most important beliefs in American culture as to

how people should spend their time (and money) and are signs of

the way Americans invest a signiticant portion ol their daily atten-
tion.

Even the use of things for utilitarian purposcs operates within
the symbolic province of culture. The most “utilitarian” objects in
the home, such as running water, toilets, electric appliances, and
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the like. were all introduced into general use no more than 150
years ago by advances in Western technology — all considered lux-
uries when introduced (Boorstin, 1973, pp. 3461). Thus it is ex-
tremely difficult to disentangle the use-related function from the
symbolic meanings in even the most practical objects. Even purely
functional things serve to socialize a person to a certain habit or
way of life and are representative signs ot that way of life.

When a thing “means something™ to someonc, it is interpreted
in the context ol past experiences. either consciously. or uncon-
sciously in the form of habit. The emotion that things evoke is also
an interpretation or inference. a sign or symbol of onc’s attitude.
The development of symbols — or signs whose relation to an object
is based on convention rather than on a qualitative or ph\-‘szical
resemblance — in a cultural tradition meant that people could
compare their actions with those of their ancestors to anticipate
new experiences. Symbols became able to convey teelings and atti-
tudes that had an objective existence outside immediate situa-
tions, and this development of self-consciousness is generally con-
sidered the greatest accomplishment of humankind. By ['feeil'lg
sensations from their immediate environment, one can deal with
them in the abstract and thus, to some extent. can achieve greater
self-control and greater control over the environment. Through
symbols, experiences such as tear, love, or awe could now be com-
municated in words, pictures, or ritual acts.

As humanity began to develop this procedure ol making certain
things re present others, the symbols themselves were creating hu-
man beings who, in turn, could reflect on their su rroundings and
accordingly could change their own conduct to a degree not even
remotely approximated in other species. The spatiotemporal en-
vironment itself became culturalized and revealed to people their
own past — the accumulated experience and wisdom of their ances-
tors —as well as their present goals, thus enlarging their possibili-
ties. This had the two-sided effect of increasing the range of both
solutions and problems. When goals become shortsighted, people
can actually create more problems than they can solve. The fact
that objects can affect people in this way is a mixed blessing. Rela-
tions with material things have powertul consequences for human
experience, and even for the survival of the species. Many of these
consequences are of dubious value and some might be seen as
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dangerous. However, helore discussing the clfects of material
symbolization, we should look more closely at how this complex
process works in the praxis ot cveryday lile.

Symbols that mediate conflicts within the self

Depth psychology in this century has described in detail one ol
the important dimensions of svmbolization. In Freud's under-
standing ot the inner dynamics of the psyche, symbols play a cen-
tral role, 1t had long been a truism that negative experiences are
the result of a conflict between inner desire and outer actuality.
Freud added a crucial insight to this simple view of the causes of
unhappiness: ‘The really traumatic contlict is not that between the
selt and its environment, but the one that arises within the self.
This conflict is the outcome of incompatible desires ingrained in
the makeup of the human body and the internalized restraints that
arc part and parcel of social living. Becausc these controls are
accepted by the person. the contlict becomes an inner one, be-
tween the formless libidinal drives and the stern censor of the
supercgo.

The tension between desire and restraints cannot be admitied
into the belcaguered consciousness, lest the realization ol onc’s
basic impulses destroys the precarious balance of the psyche that
is forced to adapt to a social environment. It is at this point that
symbols become important in the Freudian schema. The re-
pressed contents of the unconscious, unable to manifest them-
sclves in their real shapes, surface into consciousness under var-
ious disguiscs. Sexual or aggressive desires, which in their original
form would threaten sanity, cmerge Into awarcness camoutlaged
as apparently neutral acts or objects. The most potent psychic en-
ergy is the most destructive, which must be tamed to become ct-
tective. The very fact that irrepressible drives are allowed to ex-
press themselves consciously, even though disguised beyond
recognition, is supposed to rclieve the inner tension between id
and supcrego. thercby helping the integration ol personality.
This transformation of the inadmissible into the harmless is the
essential symbolic process in Freudian thinking.

How certain objects get to be carriers ol repressed desire 1s es-
sentially a simple one. An object whose shape, function, or name
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is similar to a bodily part or process that is the seat of a given
dcs‘%re will be unobtrusively substituted for the real thing in a per-
son's preconscious. “Symbolic relation seems to be a relic or mark
of former identity” (Freud, 1900, p. 387). After this sleight ol
hand 1s accomplished. onc’s dreams and tantasies can frecly deal
with the svymbol without incurring the wrath ot the internalized
censor. This process of transtormation has been made mto a com-
monplace by Ireud’s early writings. For example, “All clongated
objects, such as sticks, tree-trunks, and umbrellas (the opcnian ol
these last being comparable to an erection) may stand for the male
organ” (Freud, 1900, p. 389). '

Thus objects, through their ability to embody problematic
nceds. teclings. or ideas, have a rather impnrr.arir place 1n the
Freudian view of human experience, Yet their role is certainly not
essential, If there were no things to serve as symbols, the mind
could presumably latch onto abstract shapes or invent some other
way to disguise the repressed forces in its subconscious. 'There is
nothing in the object itselt that helps to restore order i the
psyche, it is not an object in its concreteness that produces a sym-
bolic transformation but the object as an abstraction. The real
mcaning ol a possession, like that of a dream, docs not lie m 1ts
manifest content but, rather, in its underlying lateni content. For
Freud things did not contribute one way or another 1o the whole-
ness of the person; only the concept of certain objects, when seized
by the mind, would act as mediator between the warring factions
of the psyche. Theretore in the Freudian scheme. things per se do
not serve any transcending purposc; they do not help a person fo
change or to grow. What they do is to lend their semblance to the
preconscious. which projects meanings into them to neutralize
part of the repressed energy of the psyche.

Although Freud's insights have been developed and revised
('l.uring the past half century. psychoanalysts have continued (o
view fransactions with objects in essentially the same light. Winni-
cott. for instance, who was interested in children's attachment to
blankets, stuffed tovs, and the like, called these “transitional ob-

Jects” and declared: “The transitional object stands for the breast.

or the object ol first relationship™ (Winnicott, 1958, p. 236). Al-
though such explanations are accurate as far as they go. they be-
come reductionistic il they are not pursued further. An :'>i)iccr
that represents a past relationship docs, in addition, have a
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present meaning and a projected future meaning as well. It makes
a difference whether the breast is represented by a thumb, a blan-
ket. or a rabbit. To the extent that analysts werc interested in the
genesis of object relations rather than in their consequences, they
have ignored a crucial dimension of psychic activity.

Carl Jung, the other great depth psychologist of this century,
assigned a somewhat more active role to the symbols that appear
in art. religion, dreams. or fantasies. Jung distinguished between a
sign, which is a relatively known thing, and a symbol. whosc
meaning is relatively unknown (cf.. Turner. 1967, p. 26).

The symbol is not a sign that veils something everybody knows. Such is not its
significance: on the contrary, it represents an attempt to elucidate, by means of
analogy. something that still belongs entircly to the domain of the unknown or
something that is yet to be. Imagination reveals to us, in the form of a more or
less striking analogy, what is in the process of becoming. 1f we reduce this by
analysis to something clse universally known, we destroy the authentic value of
the symbol: but to attribute hermeneutic significance to it conforms to its value
and its meaning. (Jung, 1953, p. 299)

A symbol is charged with psychic energy and transtormative
power precisely because much of its meaning is unknown or un-
conscious. Jung believed that unconscious drives included
not only needs for physiological satisfaction but also powertul de-
sires for personal development and spiritual union with the social
and physical environment. These strivings are expressed by the
archetypal symbols of the collective unconscious, like the rising
sun or the swelling sea.

An object like the ting, the four-legged bowl used as a cult uten-
sil in connection with the I Ching divination rituals, becomes a
projection for the universal aspiration toward achieving whole-
ness in existence (Jung, 1958, p. 234). The four legs of the bowl.
like the four arms of the cross, or the axes of the mandala, stand
for the coincidentia oppositorum, the resolution of the dualism of
experience, the synthesis of dialectical forces. In Jung's view, even
the figure of Christ is a symbol of the self (Jung, 1958, p. 36): part
God, part man; part male, part female — a template representing
the ultimate goal of the process of individuation. Despite the pro-
tound insights in Jung’s analysis, there is a certain sense of claus-
trophobia derived from looking at symbolic processes from his —
or for that matter, from Freud’s — perspective. One gets the scnse
that the entire panoply of natural and cultural phenomena are
nothing but projections of the inner travails of the psyche. They
make the self a purely internal, subjective state of mind.
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I’l"hc main difference between Jung’s view of symbols and that
of Freud is that the psychic transformations prod'uccd by symbols
arc relatively more open-ended in the former. The psx'cili(: devel-
opment that Jung saw as a human possibility, and that was given
life by symbols whose structural torm ami(:ilﬁates and spurs along
the unfolding of the psyche, must be rediscovered by each persorh}
in a different way. depending on his or her location in cultural
spacc and time. Although the steps of individual differentiation
and spiritual union are essentially the same throughout history -
hence the universal power of basic symbols — they have to be rt‘d;is—
c.(y\'ered independently by each person in his or her own existen-
tial configuration. Implicit in Jungian thought is the possibility of
transcendence, of discovering new psychic skills and a(:hic\;'inq
higher forms of relatedness with the cosmos. Although ]ung’hs
pessimism about our particular historical period was hardly less
unrelieved than Freud's, in principle his interpretation of human
psychf)log}' admits more optimism. This optimism 1s based on the
tral'ls‘t()rrrlati\'e potential ot symbols, which are seen from his per-
spective as templates tor development rather than as simply ad-
justment. ,

However, Jung shared with Freud an essentially abstract, con-
ceptual view of the role of things in the symbolic transformations
of the psyche. Like Freud. Jung was not interested in the actual
experience that people may have had in their lives with concrete
O.b]ect& He also tocused only on the visual or functional proper-
ties of objects, on the Platonic idea of things, rather than on their
impact in the transaction people have with them in an existential
context.

Psycho!ogists in gencral have followed the lead of Freud and
]upg by ignoring the place of things in the daily commerce of
existence. To examine more closely this aspect of how objects af-
fect people, we turn now in a different direction. '-

Signs that express qualities of the self

In attempting to describe what being a part of an alien culture is.
an!;hropologists have often found themselves in a position to use
objects as metaphors for the peculiar essence they wanted to por-
tray. Thus Ruth Benedict (1946) chose The Chrysanthemum and the
Sword as the title for her book on Japan because she felt that these
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two things. deeply enmeshed n Japanesc culture, were potent
symbols ior the polar oppositions between which life in that na-
tion is playved out. Victor ‘Turner (1967) named his book on the
ritual life of the Ndembu of south central Alrica. The Forest of
Symbols, to convey a wide range of meanings including the fact
that certain trees, such as the mudyi, act as dominant symbols in
this culture. Even the indigenous term for symbol derives from
the word that means “to blaze a trail” through the forest {T'urner,
1967. p. 48).

In fact. anthropologists have accumulated incredibly detailed
descriptions ol the symbolic use of objects in a variety of cultures.
Rather than summarize this wealth of information herc. we shall
select a few instances to illustrate the ways in which objects can
serve to express valued personal traits.

In almost every culture, objects are chosen to represent the

power of the bearer. More than any other trait. the potential en-
ergy of the person, his or her power to affect others, is the one
that is symbolically expressed. For men this power tends to be
synonymous with virile virtues such as strength, bravery, prowcss,
endurance: for women, power is expressed in the equally sterco-
typed forms of seductiveness. fertility, and nurturance. Perhaps
the course of biological and social evolution originally favored the
development of these traits and their segregation by gender. In
many traditional societies. however, these sex stereotypes are
maintained even though they no longer reflect adaptarion to the
physical environment. Here is an exam ple of how a particular ob-
ject, in this case the spear, acts as a central symbol of the self in a
preliterate society:
A man'’s lighting spear (muf) is constantly in his hand. forming almost part of
him . .. and he is never tired of sharpening or polishing it. for a Nuer 1s very
proud ol his spear . .. In a sense it is animate, for it is an extension and external
symbol . . . which stands tor the strength, vitality and virtue of the person. It isa
projection of the self. {Evans-Pritchard. 1956, p. 233)

This description implies that for the Nuer the spear is more
than a conceptual sign standing for some set ot inner neceds or
desires. The spear is not an abstraction. but a heavy, sharp object
one can balance, twirl, or throw: a thing with which one can dig.
jab, or slash; a long smooth wooden shaft with a wicked point. In
other words, it is a real object that a man carrics and [eels the

weight of — an object, above all. he can display to others, In its
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objective character. the spear exaggerates and demonstrates to ev-
ervone those personal traits that the owner — and the rest of the
cu!t_urc — aspire to: strength. speed, potency, permanence: the
ability to command respect, to control one’s .;surmundinqs.
Presumably, this svimbolic meaning of the spear, or of any other
{%)%prr:‘.ssi\'e object, is not simply 1o reflect an alrcady CXiSI.iI'l'L{ actu-
ality. It also helps bring that actuality about. The Nuer ]1.1gg-_£il‘1g his
spear across the sunbaked platcaus of the Sudan might not be
particularly endowed with strength. 1lis weapon, however, con-
veys to the man the power that he lacks. By hoisting the spear, he

feels the kinetic energy in its shatft. But it is possible to claim an

even greater creative role to such objects. One might see, not only
in the lives of individuals but also in the history of cultures, that
symbolic objects foreshadow ways of being, or teeling, which had
not previously been available to any person, As Geertz (1966) has
argued in a difterent context, symbols can be both “models of”
and "models tor” reality. In the first sense, they retlect what s, in
the second, they toreshadow what could be; and thus they become
a vital force in determining cultural evolution. ;

Preliterate societies are, of course, not the only ones in which
objects reflect, or create, a sense of power in thosc who use them.
.In our own culture the enormous symbolic significance of vehicles
1S SO obvious that it is too easily taken tor granted. From a child’s
first tricycle to a ten-speed bike, later to a motorcycle or a car, the
ph:\'sical cnergy ol the owner is enhanced by more and more pow-
erful machinery. He or she, like the car, can be auto-mobile, liter-
ally self-moving. 'The constant loving care so many people devote
to their cars parallels the Nuer's fascination with his spear. One
can see in this almost narcissistic concern a libidinal, phallic tixa-
tion; but it seems to be more — an expression of Fros in the broad-
est sense, a need to demonstrate that one is alive, that one matters,
that one makes a difference in the world.

Because of their physical structure, objects lend themselves o
the expression ol raw physical power. From the spear to the air-
plane, they can act as levers that increase a person’s strength or
speed — his or her kinetic energy. But there are also more subtle
aspects of the self that can be expressed through the medium of
O_b_]ects. Magic powers, based on a human’s presumed close rela-
thrﬁhip with supernatural forces, are stored in “power objects.”
which the American Indians carried in their medicine bags. 'l‘iz‘e
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clergy of the Catholic church, for instance. still have access to such
sacramental objects. Some things stand for wisdom, justice, fru-
gality, or other virtues respected in the community. In all cases
where actual physical objects become associated with a particular
quality of the self, it is difficult to know how far the thing simply
reflects an already existing trait and to what extent it anticipates.
or even generates, a previous nonexistent quality. A woman sud-
denly feeling beautiful or sophisticated because she is wearing a
new dress or necklace or a young man feeling free because he 18
driving his own car are common experiences. Without doubt,
things actively change the content ot w hat we think is our self and
thus perform a creative as well as a reflexive function.

All people can, and presumably most people do, use symbolic
objects to express dimly perceived possibilities of their selves o
serve as models for possible goals. This process can be seen most
clearly. as one would expect, among visual artists. Many painters
and sculptors are constantly involved in seeking objective counter-
parts for ideas or feelings they experience. Crecative artists are
those who can find a convincing visual solution for a problem that
was never previously formulated. In the solution, and even in the
formulation of creative problems, objects stimulate and help de-
velop the artist’s thought (Getzels and Csikszentmihalyl, 1976, pp.
244ff).

How this works in actuality is well illustrated by the account ofa
young artist who explains why he is painting:

I like to look at these things, that's why [ paint. IUs like enjoying dreams, which I
do. I like to think. daydream about things 1 see. The theme of my paintings
covers the past, the present, and the future: it has conscious and subconscious
elements. I paint only objects with personal significance, those that have meaning for me.
With them I create a little world of my own.

In my paintings, I usually include New York, cats, my uncle; a car, a railroad, or
some other sort of transportation, for instance roller skates; address, numbers; a
dragon coming out of the kitchen. Once 1 put a boot in a ship to symbolize a trip to
Italy; mother, girlfriend, myself; organic shapes — trecs, plants . . . these things
have many different meanings tome and 1 enjoy them all. I would like to fly outof
the window like the plane I paint, or be with the person I like and whom I paint.
(Getzels and Csikszentmihalyi, 1976, p. 147; italics added)

Not every artist describes his relationship with the visual sym-
bols he manipulates in his paintings with such exuberant aban-
don. But every artist uses objects “to crecate a little world of my
own.” a world in which he or she can play out vicariously dynamic
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situations from which he or she can learn, and can show others
how the world operates.

Objects as signs of status

The most extensive studies of objects as expressions ol the self
have been done in connection with the status-giving role of things.
Th¥s is a special case of the use of objects as expressions of the selt.
Objects signifying status appear in almost all cultures, although
what objects will be chosen as status symbols, how they will be used
to signify status, and even what the meaning and context of status
itself will be, are as diverse and variegated as the peoples who make
up humankind. Thus although status symbols are an extremely im-
portant aspect of the whole person-object interaction procc;ss. it
1s, nevertheless, unfortunate that this one dimension has so over-
shadowed the rest that it is almost impossible to think of pecople’s
possessions except as symbols of their social standing. Just as
depth psychologists immediately interpret a person’s relatimlship
to an object in terms of sexual symbolism, sociologists tend to look
at the same relationship in terms of status symbolism. The value
of these perspectives should not disguise the fact that human in-
teraction with things is much more complex and flexible.

Stat_us is also a form of power, but of a different kind from the
raw kinetic energy contained in spears or cars. It consists of the
respect, consideration, and envy of others. A person with status
sets the standards and norms by which others will act, and in this
way embodies the goals of a culture. Similarly, a thing with status
also acts as a template embodying these goals' because it will cause
people who believe in its status to act accordingly toward it and its
owner who possesses the status. A flashy or c'xpcnsivc car, for
example, conveys to those who believe in its status that its owner is
a person possessing distinctive or superior qualities, someone

abm-f: " the crowd. Thus one might say that status is control over
psychic energy because those who have it can count on the atten-
tion and to a certain extent the compliance of those who have less.
People “look up to” those who have higher status; an expression
thgt well describes the focusing of attention — and hence ot psy-
chic energy — along status lines. The origins of status hicrarchies
are already present in primate dominance systems where, as
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Chance (1967) has noted, the pattern of glances exchanged by the
animals seems to reflect accurately their rank: Submissive animals
“look to” the more dominant ones, but the reverse is rarely true
(Csikszentmihalyl, 1978b).

At first status was probably based simply on the power ot kinetic
energy and indistinguishable from it. ‘The hunter who could
throw the spear tarthest was the one everyone looked up to. But
as human beings discovered more varied and subtle forms of scll-
control, the reasons for obtaining status also multiplied. Finally.
we reached the point where status — or the ability to control mean-
ing in one’s community — has become, to a certain extent, inde-
pendent of other sources of control and has taken on a lile ot its
own. Wealth, political power, talent or physical prowess are still
the stuff from which status is made, but one can maintain or cven
gain status by manipulating its symbols for one’s own purposes.
This is where the importance of things as status symbols lies.

There are many ways in which a given object may become a
symbol of status. To qualily as a status symbol, the object might,
for instance. be rare. Rarity implies that a thing is difficult to ob-
tain, and therefore it takes a large investment of psychic activity to
make or to find. Such an object will in turn be “looked up to” -
provided the audience is awarc of its rarity — and its owner will
indirectly gain control over others” psychic energy. An object that
is expensive functions essentially the same way. In fact, rarity and
expense are by and large synonymous, because both terms refer
to the amount of attention required to make a thing. The age ot
an object also enhances its status. The products of humans’ labor
do not survive very long: the order imposed by concentrated psy-
chic activity through the craftsman’s skills turns with time into
disordered fragments. The second law of thermodynamics acts on
things. as on everything else. Entropy gnaws at the shapes we cre-
ate. T'here is not enough surplus psychic energy to store and
maintain the things we make. By and large, only the most out-
standing objects survive. But even a trivial object, if preserved ac-
cidentally, becomes rare with age. Thus an antique will have status
by the criterion of rarity and eventually that of expense. Finally.
an object can gain status simply by attracting the attention of people
who have status. People of high status control others” attention, thus
their own goals can exert more influence than that of average
people. An object that is “in” among the elites will embody their

WHAT THINGS ARE FOR 31

status and thus attract the attention of those with less power.
True, an object that 1s singled out by an elite usually already has
one or more of the characteristics previously mentioned — rarity,
cost, and age — but sometunes even sunple objects, such as com-
mon houseplants, can be invested with attributes ot status like
“fashion™ or “style.” Similarly, even “antistatus” symbols can sig-
nity something about the owner's relation to status conventions,
When something is invested with attention by those whose atten-
ton 1s powerful, the thing will attract attention in its own right.
Having tamous persons sponsor products in commercial advertis-
ing 1s an obvious application of this gencral principle.

Status svmbols. therefore, express a very general aspect ol their
owners — their power to control others. They are in some ways a
summary of all the salient characteristics of the selt, a global mea-
sure of the owner’s standing in the community, It should be re-
membered, however, that status itself is a svmbol. standing for
gencralized power but not necessarily translatable into it. People
who look up to those who have high status might at anv time
refuse to be controlled and on occasion might actively revolt
against the hierarchy, destroying its symbols.

In this context it 1s pertinent to mention the most abstract form
of status symbols, namely, money. Although this topic deserves a
separate treatment, the symbolic dimensions ol money belong
with the discussion ot status symbols. Ordinarily, we conceive of
money as “rcal” rather than as symbolic, yet it is perhaps one of
the most purely symbolic objects devised. For example, a gallon of
gasoline today will probably get you as far as it did ten years ago.
But a dollar’s worth of gasolinc will not get you anywhere near as
far as it did ten vears ago — even it the samme dollar bill were used.
That is, the physical properties of gasoline arc what contribute to
its value, whereas the physical properties of a dollar bill are rela-
tively unimportant. What gives money its value and status is the
fact that people agree on its worth. Checks and credit cards arc
mere scraps of paper and plastic, yet a single one could potentially
be worth a billion dollars, a billion invisible, but very real, dollars.
Thus the phrase “money is no object” rings true in a different
sense: It is the object that is no object, because it can transtorm
itself into anything “it” wishes. Money is the most social of all
things because its inherent quality is that of a conventional sym-
bol. an agreement among people for exchange. Indeed, as Sim-
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mel (1978) suggests, money has in many ways usurped the role of
God as the representation of ultimate purpose and measure of
value in the modern world.

With the rise of technology and the establishment of a free mar-
ket system, money has become the agreed-upon counter of ex-
change into w hich nearly all manifestations of psychic activity
could be transformed. Whereas in the past one could achieve
status through strength, wisdom, honor, or holiness, and each of
these required different forms of psychic energy investment irre-
ducible to the other, in modern times wealth has become the mea-
sure of a person’s standing on a uniform scale (Simmel, 1978;
Polanyi, 1957). As Marx has noted, a man who has money need
not be handsome, brave, loving, or wise: He can buy all these
qualities and benefit from their ettects (Marx, 1972, p. 33).

The symbolic power of money derives in large part from the
fact that over the millennia it has become accepted as a symbol of
human effort, Thus in practice money is objectified psychic energy. A
laborer will work all week, focusing his attention on a task from
which he does not benefit directly. In exchange for his labor he
will get money with which he can purchase the products ot other
people’s labor. The employer who paid his wages will exchange
the product of the laborer’s etfort for more money, and so on. In
other words, those who own money are in control of other peo-
ple’s objectified psychic energy: therefore wealth confers status.

Whereas other sources of status — respect, talent. tradition — rely
on a direct hold over people’s attention, wealth does so indirectly.
Money must be exchanged to assert its power. Thus there arc
situations in which the status-giving power of money 1s not en-
tirely effective. In certain social contexts its power is resisted by
those who claim ditterent sources of status — and with some suc-
cess. For instance, in the small and traditional New England towns
W. Lloyd Warner (1963) studied, the highest status belonged not
to the wealthiest but to those who descended from tamilics with
long-established tradition in the community. In fact, the new-
comers tried to purchase tradition with money. But present pres-
uge is usually based on former wealth, and thus the lack of status

of “new money” might be a case of culture lag. The competition ot

different values against money is a rearguard action doomed to
failure as long as money remains the most effective symbol of hu-
man energy.
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Objects as symbols of social integration

Thus tar we have dealt only with the ways objects can be used to
express, or to create, personal qualities. By either embodying hid-
den psychic processes or exhibiting the power or prestige of their
owner. things can scrve as means of individual differentiation; that
is, the development of a person’s traits that make him or her stand
out from others. However, the cultivation of individuality serves a
larger goal of integration because the intention to differentiate
oneself from others still needs other people to give it meaning. I
pursued as an ultimate goal, differentiation would cventually
result in chaos, not uniqueness, and so even ditferentiation has a
purpose within and for the integrated life of the community. How
signs contribute to integration is another area where anthropolo-
gists have provided a wealth of examples that illustrate the
process.

A classic study of the cmergence of integrative symbols is
Durkheim’s interpretation of the ethnographic accounts ot prelit-
erate religions, especially those of the tribes of Central Australia,
which because ol their primitiveness, Durkheim claimed, present
a clearer picture of the origins of religion. There are obvious
problems with this premise. the first is that even the most “primi-
tive peoples” possess extremely complex as well as very different
forms of religious life. In seeing all rehgltm science, and art as
reducible to Cartesian “elementary forms,” Durkheim loses sight
of the fact that these traditions are all historical achievements, dis-
covered through C‘([)t‘rlt‘ll(e and (U]tl\dtl()!l and are not only
mere appearances of an “underlying” a priori order; and thus he
gets into similar problems as Freud and Jung did. Yet even with
these difficulties, Durkheim presents some rich ideas to account
for religious life. Durkheim’s conception was that religion origi-
nates in order to account for a concrete, vet mysterious experi-
ence: the experience of sociability. He denied the then favorite
explanation, according to which religion arises to explain inexpli-
cable natural phenomena. It was the feeling of belonging to a
group of people that produced the notion of a sacred supernatu-
ral force existing on a different plane from the forces of nature.
['he miracle of sociability, according to Durkheim, is first experi-
enced in the continuity of generations: Although individuals die,
the lincage continues. A divine force was postulated to account
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[or the permanence of life through its various transformations.
Needless to say. this explanation fits most other religions. includ-
ing the Judco-Christian, whose basic text consists to a large extent
ot an enumeration of gencalogies and ot various explanations as
to how and why the Supreme Being allowed the chosen people to
survive, suffer, or prosper.

Another utterly mysterious aspect ol sociability 1s what
Durkheim called “collective effervescence.” This is the experience
pecople get when partlupatmg in common activities, especially of a
ritualistic or exhilarating kind: the experience of bclnnqmg to a
whole gr eater thcm the sum of its parts, of being carried away by a
group “spirit.” In our times this teeling may be relatively rare.
confined perhaps to revolutions, tootball games, rock concerts,
and religious revival meetings. But for traditional people dancing
around their campfires, collective effervescence was a proof that a
great spirit was abroad, a powerful force that manifested itselt
only through the group, and thus was somehow implicated in the
existence and the survival ot the clan,

Religion, Durkheim arguced. started as a system ol practices —or
rites — whose purpose was to relate individuals to the great per-
vading force of whose existence they learned through the experi-
ence of sociability. This force was conceived as existing every-
where but as being especially powerful in certain places. animals.
plants, or objects that were particularly associated with the clan or
its divisions. These repositorics of spiritual force were what some
cultures called totems (Durkhcim, 1965, pp. 121ff).

Some of the most sacred objects of the Australian Aborigines
illustrate how the experience of belonging to a group might have
given rise to the idea of an all-powerful spiritual force. *The
churinga,” Durkheim (1965, p. 141) writes, 13 counted among the
eminently sacred things; there are none which surpass it in rch-
gious dignity.” This churinga is a bullroarer. a wooden instru-
ment used 10 make a booming sound during tribal cerecmonies.

For the Arunta of Central Australia its sound is a manifestation of

the sacred force that binds cach individual to the group. It is cer-
tainly not accidental (although Durkheim did not argue this
point) that the spiritual force was most concentrated in an object
that was used in connection with the very rituals that produced
the experience of sacredness originally. Thus the churinga ac-
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tively produced group cohesion by making the sounds necessary
for a collective experience. Such instances are rather common in
ethnographics; among the pygmies of the Tturi forest, the spirit of
the tribe is manifested in the molimo trumpets. Whenever things
go badly in the forest, when someone gets sick or dies, or game is
scarce, the trumpets arc taken out of their hiding places and are
blown all night, sometimes for weeks. It is not the trumpets that
are sacred: it is their sound — the concrete manifestation of the
spirit of the tribe — which is supposed to heal misfortune (Turn-
bull, 1961, p. 80).

Among the other sacred objects of the Arunta that symbolize
the essential torce of the clan is the nurturya, a bundle of sucks or
spears that is assembled at the center of the village for ritual occa-
sions (Durkheim, 1965, p. 145). This symbol has been used often
even in modern times: Mussolini's emblem for fascism was the

Jascio, a bundle of sticks bound to an ax. which represented the

idea that whereas each stick could be easily broken separately, the
bundle is impossible to break — lunione fa la forza, union makes
strength. The same svmbol is conspicuously displayed behind the
speaker’s rostrum i the U.S. House of Representatives, among
other places.

In different historical periods a culture may resort to different
signs Lo express the basic goal that unites it and gives it purpose
and direction. In an account of his travels in France, Henry
Adams (1905) reflects that the Gothic cathedrals dedicated to the
Virgin Mary were the medieval equivalents of the large electric
turbines ot his times, Both edifices acted as giant storehouses of
power, which reflected the goals of the age: the one spiritual, the
other material. Adam’s msight is not just an intriguing metaphor.
The cathedral and the generator are. indeed. centers of accumu-
lated cnergy: the psychic energy of those who built them and
those who “used” them. Chartres was built with the dircct input of
labor from the community and has attracted the attention of peo-
ple for centuries. The electric dynamos of the nineteenth century,
like the atomic generators of the twentieth, are built through the
psychic energy ot people redirected through the mediation of
taxes or financial investments; we use the power of the generator
also indirectly through the encrgy that heats our homes and runs
our apphances. The investment of attention in these two symbols
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is equally real. Which formulation of the force that makes a soci-
cty survive and flourish will be more successful remains to be
seen.

All symbols of social integration, however, can also act as signs
of the opposite process, namely, social differentiation and opposi-
tion. The cross is a concrete expression of the unity of all Chris-
tians, but it also underlines the separation between the latter and
the followers of Islam or any other religion. The American flag
commands the allegiance of U.S. citizens, but it excludes other
nationals from the community. The maple leal is a rallying em-
blem for Toronto hockey fans in competition with the followers
of other teams. The classic study of the differentiating vet inte-
grating etfect of symbols is Victor Turner’s account ot Ndembu
ritual. Among the Ndembu the “dominant symbol” for the female
puberty initiation rite is the mudyi, or milk tree. Because of its
white secretion, this tree has become associated with milk and the
nurturing, life-giving role of women. By extension it also signifies
the maternal lineage through which the Ndembu reckon their de-
scent, and hence the unity and continuity of their society (T'urner,
1967, pp. 21{1). A mudyi sapling, representing the “greenness” or
immaturity of the novice herself, is placed in the center of the
initiation site. By focusing their attention on the milk tree in their
ceremonials, the Ndembu experience, in a compressed form, the
qualities that are most important to them as individuals and to
their society as a whole. The explicit purpose of the girl’s puberty
rite is to celebrate the principles of matrilineage and continuity.
yet there are many instances during the ritual that highlight var-
ious levels of conflict: the jeers of the women toward the men in
the early phase of the ritual, the initiate’s own mother versus the
adult women representing the matrilincage into which the girl
will be initiated, and the girl as a unique individual and literally a
“center of public attention™ set apart as the hub of the dancing
circle of women. But here the conflict and differentiating aspects
ultimately contribute a creative tension that provides the psychic
energy for a unifying resolution:

The “energy” required to reanimate the values and norms enshrined in domi-
nant symbols and expressed in various kinds of verbal behavior is “borrowed,” to

speak metaphorically in lieu at the moment of a more rigorous language, trom
the miming of well-known and normally mentionable conflicts. The raw energics
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ot contlict are domesticated into the service of social order. (Turner. 1967, pp.
38-9)

Thus the Ndembu girl’s puberty rite is a process of cultivation in
which a tree and all it symbolizes serves to initiate a person into
maturity.

One of the best ways to create bonds between people in most
cultures is through gifts. Mauss’s classic work on the subject ex-
plores how interpersonal relations can be strengthened r.hrr_1ugh
the exchange of objects:

But for the moment it is clear that in Maori custom this bond created by things
is in fact a bond between persons, since the thing itself is a person or btl'lains
to a person. Hence it follows that to give something is to give a part of onesell
... It follows clearly from what we have scen that in this system of ideas one
gives away what is in reality a part of one’s nature and substance, while to re-
cgi\-'e something is to receive a part of someone’s spiritual essence . .. The thing
given 1s not inert. It is alive and often personified, and strives to bring to
its original clan and homeland some equivalent to take its place. (Mauss,
1967 (1925), p. 10)

On a larger scale ritualized barter can also have the ettect of re-
ducing potential conflict between neighboring social groups. The
best known example of such a process is the trade ot armshells for
spondylous necklaces in the Papuan kula ring, which are ex-
changed across hundreds of miles of open sca by islanders and
which are eventually returned as presents to their original owners
after all that trattficking is over. Thus no economic benefit results
from the transaction, but the practice “is a strong protection of
trade in an arca rent by fear of the black art, suspicion, and hostil-
ity” (Fortune, 1932, p. 210).

Embedded in the context of exchange. objects become con-
tainers for the being of the donor, who freely gives up part of him
or hersell to another. If the gift is reciprocated, a definite tie is
established between the partners in the exchange. Again, this is
not a metaphorical tie, for what has been exchanged is real en-
ergy: A small part of my being has been given to another for a
small part ot his or hers. Presumably gitts are necessary when the
relationship between people is problematic, and a person needs
concrete, permanent signs of its existence. However, if they are
detached trom the actual sources of their meaning, gift objects
can easily be manipulated to express a false relationship; a fact
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well known to Vergil, who coined the adage: Timeo Danaos
et dona ferentes (Beware of Greeks bearing gifts).

The three levels of representation

As we have seen, through time and space humans have used ob-
jects to express, or to explore, some of the purposes that animatc
their own individual lives, as well as those that bound them to or
divided them from cach other. These two dynamic centers, the
personal and the social, are related to cach other at many points:
moreover, both are also related to a third center of purposes.
which we shall call the cosmic level.

In traditional socicties this cosmic level includes the great natu-
ral phenomena that control the rhythm of life: the sun, the moon,
the stars: water and fire; wind and earth. Every society has to
make a believable connection between its own purposc and those
that make the world go round. This necessity is well expressed by
Eric Fromm: “The basic passions of man are not rooted in his
instinctive needs, but in the specitic conditions of human exist-
ence. in the need to find a new relatedness to man and nature after
having lost the primary relatedness of the pre-human stage”
(Fromm, 1955, vii; italics added).

We can now see more clearly the scope and the meaning
of representations. The objects that people use. despite their in-
credible diversity and sometimes contradictory usage, ap-
pear to be signs on a blueprint that represent the relation of
man to himself, to his fellows. and to the universe. The relation-
ship is usually represented in personified and dynamic terms:
It is both the vitalizing and destructive energies of these threc
levels of organization that are personified most often in various
cultures.

In addition, we have seen that these three levels can be de-
scribed by two modalities: differentiation and integration. Symbols
of the sclf. for instance, might stress the unique qualities of the
owner. his or her skills and superiority over others. In this casc
the objects serve a process of differcntiation, separating the
owner from the social context, emphasizing his or her individual-
ity. Or they might represent dimensions of similarity between the
owner and others: shared descent, religion, ethnic origin, or life-
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style. In this instance. the object symbolically expresses the inte-
gration of the owner with his or her social context. | |

This dialectic pervades the human predicament. On the one
Pland. persons must discover the limits ot their being, by express-
ing the purposes and potentials inherent in the individal organ-
ism they inhabit. This involves the ability to control the cnviron-
ment, others, and onesclf by (.‘ultivating' purposive habits of life
through which one in-habits the world (Dewev, 1934, p. 104). Only
through self-control, through shaping events to one’s intentions
can one learn who onc is and what one is capable of. On the Ot.hcr“
h’dl;l(i, ‘]J.eoplc know, consciously or unconsciously, how fragile and
ms:gnllﬂcam they ultimately are. Thus one also must find ways to
l.:?st.abllsh links between one’s self and the far more vast purp'{'JSt;G
m_lhe environment: other persons, groups, or the great }')attcrn;s
ot cosmos,

T'he psvchiatrist H, F. Scarles states this dialectic as follows:
"Fh(-‘humzm_being‘_ Is enguged, throughout his life span. in an unccasing struggle
o ch”e_renuale himselt increasingly fully, not only from his human, but also
l‘mm. hls lltJll}lLlllr.l.'dl] (‘.n_\'iTl‘mnnen[, while (lt‘\'(‘?l{)pil.lg. in proportion as he Sl.l.(.'-
ceeds in rhese dilferentiations, an increasingly meaningful relatedness with the
latter environment as well as with his fellow human beings. (Searles, 1960, p. 30)
This is one of the oldest problems in philosophy — the relation
between particulars and generals. In most of modern philosophy
the tendency has been to see the relation as a dichotomy rather
than as a dialectic (see Rochberg-Halton, 1979¢). T'he dialectic un-
derlies most psychologies, including the Freudian and the gestalt-
ist (Werner, 1957). It can also be perceived in Baldwin's“z.md
Pl_aget’s tension between assimilation and accommodation (Bald-
win, 1906; Piaget. 1967). In an evolutionary perspective it has
been seen as the dynamic that propels the evolution of organ-
1Isms from atomic structures to molecules, to living organisms ;ncl
finally, to human societies (Mayr, 1963; de Chardin, 1965 Csiks-
zentmihalyi, 1970). o

“t)\'t‘ does this perhaps overly general distinction between dif-
f(‘*_.rem‘latu_m and integration help us to understand what signs do?
First, it suggests that the balance required for a vital, gr(m“i_nq cul-
ture should include both processes. It alerts us to the dangc}s n-
curred by a person, or a culture, that fails to develop its individual
potentialities: or conversely, that attempts to develop its individ-
ual control at the expense of relatedness with other purposes.
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Later. we shall describe how an overemphasis on differentating
or integrating goals may be normal n an age developmental con-
text. However, if, on the average, most people’s objects reflect
only dimensions of the personal self, if they are used exclusively
to express cach one’s individuality, we might suspect the existence
of a basic pathology — a tendency to fragmentation, a competitive
attitude toward the Umuwelt that forbodes a fall. The same argu-
ment applies to a community or whole culture. Converscly, tor
people whose relationship to objects reflects only ties to other in-
dividuals or systems, the opposite pathology is suggested —a lack
of individual development, the failure to unfold one’s potentials.

This two-sided dialectic is also retlected in the history and ety-
mology of the word symbol. In ancient Greek, sym-ballein meant to
“throw together,” or to “join.” The phrase came to designate a
coin that two friends break in half, each with the hope of reunit-
ing. When the two friends would meet again, the joining of the
two half coins signified the relationship between the two persons,
so the separation of the coin served the larger purpose of unity.
Thus symbol originally meant that which brings people together. It
is significant that the opposite of sym-ballein is dia-ballein, to “throw
apart,” or “separate,” which is the root of our word for “diabolic,”
the essence of evil. Evil is what separates the self of a person into
conflicting forces, what divides one person from others, what sets
up people against the cosmos. It is chaos, the torce of entropy that
destroys the order on which life depends.

When one traces the course of the self in ethnographic and his-
torical reports, it appears that most traditional peoples have em-
phasized the integrated or social self at the expense of personal
uniqueness (Geertz, 1973; Turner, 1969), whereas modern West-
ern culture has tended to stress the differentiated, uniquely indi-
vidual self (Durkheim, 1897; Simmel, 1971; Arendt, 1959). Thus
runaway fragmentation is more of an actual possibility in our own
culture. The writings of many of the great social scientists near
the turn of the century deal with the problem of chaos and en-
tropy, which in their view dominates modern life. The theme link-
ing the diverse theories of Durkheim, Simmel, Weber, Freud, and
Jung is a common concern with the crisis of modern society that
was brought about through the increase of industrial specializa-
tion, rationalism, and the developments of modern science. This
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common concern with the possibilities of an imminent breakdown
of social lite led each of these men, through very different ap-
proaches, to study both the ways meaning is created and how it
serves to bind society together,

Durkheim’s concern with the (ragmenting cffects of modernity

is reflected in his study of suicide, where he states that the ]mei-
lems underlying increasing European suicide rates resulted, “not
from a regular evolution but from a morbid disturbance which
Whl']ff able to uproot the institutions of the past, has put nothing in
their place”™ (Durkheim. 1966, p. 369). This “morbid disturbance”
was not due to an increase in physical suffering or economic po\.'-
erty but to an increasing poverty of morality — in other words, a
loss of the meaning of existence and standards by which to iud.qc-
actions (Bellah, 1973; pp. xxix, pp. xxx). I S
~ Georg Simmel expressed similar concerns in his landmark ar-
ticle, “The Metropolis and Mental Life” (Simmel, 1971), in which
he relates the growth of modern urban forms with the develop-
ment of individuality. In Simmel’s view the overwhelming sensory
overload and anonymity encountered in the modern m.ctropoli‘;;
causes the individual to devclop “the blasé attitude™ — an overem-
phasis o‘f rationality — as a means of adaptation to city life. The
blasé attitude, and the increased need for spccializati{mt as a result
of the division of labor, causes an impoverishment of "subjccti\'é
culture” — the cultivation of the relative uniqueness of the individ-
ual developed in interaction with the objective forms of culture.
Thus the modern metropolis presents the two-sided fact that
through the breakdown of traditional norms and atfective life, an
Increased emphasis on individuality is made possible. On the
other hand, “subjective culture” — which should follow its ititriﬁsic
laws leading to a wholeness of personality — is actually subjected to
€normous pressures from the complex and differentiated urban
environment, which tends to result in a pseudoindividuality of
overexaggerated bchaviors, mannerisms, styles, and so forth.
While opening the possibilities for the cultivation of personality
ITEIOdCItI“I urban culture actually encourages a falsc isolating indti-!
v1d.ua11L}-' at the expense of subjective culture, resulting in differ-
entated, but not centered, selves. |

lMax Weber (1958) also saw the differentiating effects of ration-
alism and bureaucratization as presenting serious threats to free-



42 THE MEANING OF THINGS

dom, creativity. and the very survival of Western civilization. In
his well-known conclusion to The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism he remarks:

No one knows who will live in this cage in the future, or whether at the end ot
this tremendous development entirely new prophets will arise, or there will be a
great rebirth of old ideas and ideals, or, it neither, mechanized petrification,
embellished with a sort of convulsive self-importance. For the last stage of this

cultural development, it might well be truly said: Specialists without spirit, sensu-
alists without heart: this nullity imagines that it has attained a level of civilization

never before achieved. (Weber, 1958, p. 182)

Freud and Jung too, from their different psvchological per-
spectives, saw the increasing threat to instinctual life that civiliza-
tion brought.

The problem of modern society confronting Durkheim, Sim-
mel, Weber, Freud, and Jung was the fragmenting and entropic
effect of exaggerated difterentiation. the opposite of the sym-bolic.
What they all sensed was the process of what might be called the
dia-bolic, the raising ot the mode of differentiation to an ultimate
goal. Durkheim, who said that God is a symbol of society. and who
saw a morbid disturbance of socicty, would probably agree with
the metaphor of the dia-bolic. His rejection of God and religion as
obsolete, and his belief that art is superfluous, however, left him
with only a secular, institutional approach to reinvesting mcaning
in modern society. For Carl Jung the metaphor ot the diabolic in
modern life was more than a metaphor, it was literal mythological
truth. The archetypes of the collective unconscious are forms that
shape the content of history, and the archetype dominating mod-
ern society and consciousness is the trickster, the Faustian devil
figure, the bringer of chaos.

The modern age has proclaimed in many ways that God, the
ultimate purpose, is dead. It has attempted to replace the reli-
gious representation of ultimate purpose with other ultimate pur-
poses, like rationalistic science, but these do not seem to provide
the integration or depth of expression or enduring vitality that
many of the great world religions have.

We might, then, see what is usually called “religion” as the ef-
fort to represent, and to participate in, the relationship among the
three centers of purpose that constitute the human experience.
Every religion can be seen as an attempt to identify the ultimate
goals within the person, the community, and the cosmos, and to
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establish some connection. through ritual or other sign processes.
among these three levels. From this perspective, relig:{_i(_)11s ccase to
be anachronisms to be discarded along the way. In their historical
forms, religions certainly contained considerable supcrstition and
misunderstanding, a large ratio of noise to information. Once in-
stitutionalized, religions acquire an identity of their own to be de-
fended against competing systems of thought; thus they often lose
their ability to pursue integration and, in fact. become a hindrance
in that pursuit. However, the essential purpose that religions have
served has been indispensable and will be so in the future, regard-
less of what torms the religious impulse takes. It is impossible to
imagine human life without a map or blueprint as to how the
cosmos is organized, what makes it related, and how humans fit in
it. Whether this map will be produced by science or politics or a
}"evamper.l version of an old religion, the attempt to realize the
integration will be essentially “religious,” even if couched in scien-
tific terminology, because it will have to represcnt through signs a
set of relationships that probably will never be cmnﬁlclclv eX-
hausted. '

Objects, then, serve to cxpress dynamic processcs within peo-
ple. among people, and between people and the total environ-
ment. These processes might lead to cither a more and more spe-
c1ﬁc dilferentiation or increasing integration. I'ransactions with
things can be cither representative — a “model of” some aspect ot
the environment — or actively stimulating and creative - “a modecl
for” the environment. This last distinction needs some further
elaboration.

One of the most important, but unfortunately most neglected.
aspects of the meaning of things is precisely the ability of an obiecf
to convey meaning through its own inherent (.|ua]ities. Yet most
accounts ot how things signily tend to ignore the active contribu-
tion of the thing itself to the meaning process. We have seen that
In the work of Freud. Durkheim, and to a lesser extent, Jung. the
concrete sign or thing plavs an extremely passive role, and mean-
Ing tends to be projected from the krinwing subject. At most,
S(r:::;]g::]]\ gs;:rrtl(e Eﬁsemblan_c‘c? to inncr psychic processcs, things

as catalysts to express or clarity a thought or feeling already
Present in the person’s expericnce. Similarly. despite the nu-
merous pages he devoted to describing how children play with or
understand things, PiageUs theory is not truly interactionist, be-
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cause the schemas are a priori forms of thought and the environ-
ment only serves to facilitate these structures (Bailin, 1971. p. 90).
Interaction is necessary to bring the developmental stages into op-
eration. but the interaction is purely “logical” for Piaget and any
object X may be substituted for object Y without making a signifi-
cant dilference on the subject. The objects of interaction have no
intrinsic character of their own, which may have an effect on the
categories of thought. These various structuralist approaches
echo the Cartesian tradition by seeing that meaning occurs be-
cause of structures of the mind, not experience; because of langue
(the general language system), not parole (the actual speech act or
interaction); because of form, not content. In these views the selt
is ultimately set apart from its environment; and the world of liv-
ing people, cherished possessions. and monuments of human civi-
lization become mere facades masking underlying ideas (Roch-
berg-Halton, 1980b).

In other accounts, such as those given by Evans-Pritchard
(1974), Geertz (1973), and Turner (1967), the object appcars 1o
make a more active contribution to the process of cultivation.
Here the object. by its concrete properties, can stimulate new in-
sights, new understandings. It seems important, then, to allow for
the inherent character of the thing to have some influence in the
interpretive process of meaning, and in Art as Experience (1934).
John Dewey introduced a distinction between perception and recog-
nition as a way of dealing with the role of an object’s own qualities
(Rochberg-Halton, 1979a). Recognition is when we experience a
thing and interpret it only as something we already know. The act
of recognition may be conscious or unconscious, may or may not
cause pleasure, or may or may not restore balance to a disturbed
psyche. In any casc it does not produce a new organization ol
feeling, attention, or intentions. Many people relate to objects
through recognition simply because of habituation, or because
they are unable to give their full attention to all the information
received from the environment (e.g., Heidegger, 1962; Merleau-
Ponty, 1962; Milgram, 1970). Perception, on the other hand, oc-
curs when we experience a thing and realize its own inherent
character. It might be a very ordinary object, such as the peasant
clogs or the battered straw-bottomed chair painted by Van Gogh.
and so eloquently analyzed by Hcidegger, or a patch of sun-
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light on the morning floor. The point is that the object imposes
certain qualities on the viewer that create new insights. which
is wha‘t makes any expericnce aesthetic in Dewey’s pérspeoti\'e.

‘Agal‘n. t..his distinction runs deep in human })S\_:{‘l'lt)l(_}f_{\’, under-
lying, for instance, the different cognitive appméches that Getzél&;
calls “presented problem solving,” and “discovered problem el
ing.” The first refers to a stance in which a person already kﬁmvs
what the problem is and what needs to be done: the second refers
to a stance in which one first questions the nature ot the pmblcm
fmd only then begins to worry about solving it. Needless to say, it
is the second approach that leads to creative accompli.s-,hm;e.nt
(Getzels and Csikszentmihalyi, 1976). |

The socializing effect of things

Thousands of examples attest to the indirect impact of objects on
the changing human existence. It has been claimed that the carli-
est Paleolithic artitacts helped to “select” homo sapiens by tavoring
the survival and reproduction of those who had the right qenctiz
makeup or social organization to benefit from the use of tools. Let
us assume that a flint scraper or axe was somehow introduced to
an early human horde, whether accadentally or intentionally.
Further, assuming that the individuals in the group varied in
terms of, say. [ine muscle coordination or intelligence, it stands to
reason that the tool would be used first and most ef'féct.i\'cl\" by
those persons who were best coordinated and most i1'1tellige.nr.’. Be-
cause tools make life easier for their users, the more coordinated
andfpr mtelligent persons will have a relatively greater chance io
survive and cnsure the survival of their offspriirlg. With time, the
genetic make up of the species will slowly be changed in the direc-
]t:z?c Stt:r;li::*scail;:ﬁ\l[g:E?u}::}r prqui)o;*tion of genes favoring the se-
responsible tor humﬁnl ine[(j?il( l . n']?n-mad‘e Ub]efts p
gence (Washburn, 1959: Geertz

1973). |

[t 1s mt.e‘rr:sti_ng to note here that psychoanalytically oriented
psychologists interested in “object relations” (w ho by “ob-

Jects” do not mean things, but representations ot other pecople),

have rec ¢ imi
ave recently come to a somewhat similar conclusion. They claim
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in effect, that it is not the instincts that determine the way we deal
with “objects” it is our relationship with the objects that brings
about instinctual needs. In other words, children do not get at-
tached to their parents because they have a need for attachment;
it is the interaction with the parznts that creates such a need (see,
e.g.. Fairbairn, 1954; Kohut, 1971).

Each new object changes the way people organize and experi-
ence their lives. For example, Lynn White makes a compelling
argument to the etfect that the invention of the stirrup by the
cighth century made it possible tor mounted knights to wear
heavy armor — a fact that :nadc those few who could afford to be
so armed essentially impregnable., The armored knights became a
ditferent caste with a power several magnitudes greater than that
of the peasant; at first this fact was simply a measure ot a ditteren-
tial in brute force. but later it became the basis tor the social and
economic organization of feudal Europe. In White’s words:

Few inventions have been so simple as the stirrup, but few have had so catalytic
an influence on history, The requirements of the new mode ol wartare which it
made possible found expression in a new form of western European socicty
dominated by an aristocracy of warriors endowed with land so that they might
fight in a new and highly specialized way. Inevitably this nobility developed cul-
tural forms and patterns of thought and emotion in harmeny with its style of
mounted shock combat and its social posture. (White, 1966. p. 38)

Other historians have claimed equally revolutionary effects due
to the introduction of the heavy plow, the watermill (Bloch, 1967.
pp. 13611), the yoke harness (Lefchvre des Noeties, 1931), the
rudder (Letebvre des Nocttes, 1932), the spinning wheel, and the
power loom (Thompson, 1063). to name but a [ew. Innovations
developed to cope with a specitic problem have a way of changing
the way people do things and of altering how they relate to each
other; cventually they affect the way people experience their lives.
Recently, the rate at which new things have arisen to shape and
reshape our lives has, if anything. increased. Historians and soci-
ologists have speculated widely on the effects of the radio, the car.
various electric home appliances, contraceptive pills, microcir-
cuits. and nuclear bombs, among others. Yet we know very little
about how such things have aftected our "patterns of thought and
emotion,” to use White’s phrase.

A partial exception to this gencral neglect appears to be the
intercst that social scientists devote fo the etlects ol television.
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Certainly. studics on this subject must by now be in the thousands
(anumber arc reported in Comstock et al., 1978). But it one looks
at w hat these st lies are focused on, one soon discovers that, with
gicw exceptions. revearchers are not interested in how the televi-
sion affects people but only in the effects of programs. Because
programs are m.dc?(‘ by people. and consist of conscious acts r)f'
communication, it is assumed that the program is what affects the
viewer. The thing itself, the set that transmits the communication
is supposcd to be ncutral. Despite MacLuhan’s (1964) insiglli
aboul the medium being the message, few investigators have
]()oked directly at the effects of \\'archiﬁg television pc}‘ se. r‘egard-
less of content. Those who have, tind that people feel more re-
laxed viewing TV than doing anvything elsc but, at the same time,
the?-' experience it as the most passive and mindless activity in
their lives (Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1977). Given the fact that, on
the average., we spend four hours a day interacting with this Lh.ing
onc wonders what the ultimate effect on our “paticrns of T.l'l()llqh£
and emotion” will be, o
11‘1‘3\-'er}_-' known society, certain objects are necessary to provide
31.1bSISLer1(r§, those Marx called the “means of pm(.luc;tinn.” For a
hunter this might be a spear, for a Mexican peasant woman the
stone on which she grinds the corn. According to Marx, the free
use of such things is an essential condition ot a truly hi‘llllall lifé
for two reasons: (1) because without it one cannot control one's
material survival and (2) because it is through productive labor
that people create their own being. “Men . . .‘begin to distinguish
themsclves from animals as soon as they begin to produce their
means of subsistencc ... This mode of pi*oduction [1s] . . a def1-
nite form of expressing their life . . . As individuals express their
llfe.‘so they are” (Marx, 1972, p. 114). | |
It Lhe} means of production are owned by someone clse, the
W;)_rker' is rclatcdﬁ to the product of his or her labor as to an alivn
::l;jizz:l{h\;élll;lt]_‘:):}ff, p- 58) Bu_t :becaus‘c thclp'l“()(‘luct of lubor is the
et self -« ¢ outcome of psychic activity invested over time
istrs(f lx:;il"clixc;:)llcldtelslro F‘us or hq own s%e][' as an alien object. There
e d.eﬁv.ésc g:;n 1::;1(: Lh]tj l\‘ar‘l’ous‘; dimensions Qf alicnation that
trangemem .lqr()rn ()Ilc?sg?[nd )0,1: 'f:s'trangcmem [I‘OI]% Ralure: £5
over one’s c.ons(‘iuusnéss ;Iifla{&]“t lltl‘ ESFI'arlgement__ rom t:t_)‘nt.rol
e (Marx. o 4L nally estrangement trom onc’s fel-
. 1972, p. 62)
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It is doubtful that anyone has yet improved on Marx's analysis
of a person’s relation to the means of production, and on its social
and psychological consequences. Sull, Marx in his later life, and
certainly his followers, have given a rather narrow interpretation
to productivity. It does not seem necessary Lo assume that only
productive labor allows people to unfold their potentialities, to
create their selves. In his famous passage from the German Ideol-
ogy, the young Marx spelled out a prescription for nonalienated
life: “to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in
the evening, criticize after dinner, just as I have a mind. without
ever becoming hunter, fisherman, shepherd, or critic” (Marx,
1972. p. 124). Clearly, material productivity was not the goal;
rather, it was the chance to freely actualize as many of one’s skills
as possible. But this utopian attitude toward human activity did
not survive long; in the West it became absorbed into the Calvinist
“Protestant cthic,” which rigidly separated work from leisure; in
Communist countries, faced by the harsh demands ot industrial
development and political survival, only the materially productive
value of work was retained.

The exalted position of work, as the only means to define one’s

being, perhaps has been carried too far. People can also create
strong and complex selves by investing their psychic energy in
activities that are usually called “leisure” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975).
Over seven centuries ago, Dante Alighieri expressed this idea
clearly:
For in every action, whether caused by necessity or free will, the main intention
of the agent is to express his own image: thus it is that every docr, whenever he
does, enjoys (delectatur) the doing; because everything that is desires to be, and in
action the doer unfolds his being, enjoyment naturally follows, tor a thing de-
sired always brings delight . . . Therefore nothing acts without making its selt
manitest. (Alighieri, 1921 (1317), Book I, Chap. 13. our translation]

In other words, action need not be productive in the material
sense to disclose the self of the agent. What counts is that it allows
the person to “express his own image,” and in the process, to culti-
vate that image through immersion in the activity at hand. To the
extent that work does this better than any other activity, it retains
a privileged status — if not, it becomes a hindrance to personal
development, and other forms of action can substitute for it. It 1s
not the purely mechanical motions or material products of work
or leisure that matter but, rather, the intentions or goals that can
be concretely realized through these activities.
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. These reflections are relevant to our topic in that the crucial
issue tor personal development might not be who owns the I:‘I'lﬁ‘"llfl S
ot Pl.'{)(lu(‘[l()n but who owns the means of action. The f(.n‘mcr a;e ’:
spc‘qal subset of the latter. as was pointed out by Aristotle in rh
Pofz(ac‘s.(f\rlsto[le 1973, pp. 601t1). By “means nfiactiohn." we me’nﬁ
any object or sign that allows a pcrsoh to “make his self manife;[ <
as D’dl;l[(-? \\fouid have it. We have seen, for instance iI-l Fvans—l’;‘i;-
chard’s (1974) account of the Nuer, what an impol*tantl place the
spear had n that culture as a means for expressing and énlnhcin :
valued traits ot the owner. Yet the Nuer arc not hunters, :(ncre]?\?
pastoTrallsLs. ,\'Ioreovgr, only the fighting spear (mut) is special to
thc_: Nuer, not any of the other kinds (bidh, giit) he owns (Fvans-
Pr:tcl'lard. 1974, p. 237). Perhaps the mut in the hunting pﬁst of
the Nuer was the principal means of production, and its present
symbolic valuc is only a reflection of its former use \dlué Or it
could be said that in recent prehistory, warfare was the m'l-i.n m:-.
ductive activity in the culture, hence the centrality of the }“r hliin
spear. In cither case we might simply have an instance of (:gullurtr
lag, in w hich the metaphoric superstructure of the Ob.icfft rests on
a previous context of historical experience. ‘

.Alll'.l()llgh this kind ot reductionistic argument might be correct
historically. it does not explain reality existentially in the herc and
now. For at lcast several gencratitmsfthe Nuer have used s JIE"II‘LS L
make their existence more meaningful, even thuug-li IBCSLt! o.{)'ccts).
were only marginally related to their productive activities Injour
Ewn consumer society hundreds of objects can be found‘in cach
; :[i:ieh_}):i t:I?lt z;rg‘nlot ’neccssar?l}_-‘ producti\_’c in a purely material
e a.nd e < ‘Er)erm.a I)ftrt. o‘f l_h.ls vol‘ume _w1ll explore what these

; > reserve this discussion for later,

: OL.II‘ emphasis on means of action as against means of produc-
lllc‘irsl ;SIII:;;[ 11111]335316? t(lj‘ erasc the pccgliar impor%ance of the latter.
g pﬁvsi(-a] ;3 ea.1b 1”sr]n indeed to ignore t.hc tact that the neces-

g AL rvival must b!e' met first. Even the least “materi-
ere ;1e“s_of the human condition agree on this (Maslow. 1963
issu:s( ;élg?gj}tod&ci tol‘itlg “-'chstl'lall[‘snnp]y assume it. It follows tl'1a£
B Ht:rs IP 0 sm;h means have powerful eco-
L ovér—whe]ﬁ]in ik m]l }}‘- };S}-chqlpgmal consequences. But given
R o }gj«-_edlt. 10 Ame_rlcan society, the question of the
o (-]a'im i a][? 1y 51clf|_ survival 1s by and large irrelevant, The
b e ¢ making in Fhls argument is that the actions and

jects involved in productive labor are not necessarily the most
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central from a social-psychological perspective: that nonproduc-
tive actions and objects might serve just as important ends in the
development of the self.

Things as role models

The triangular relarinmhip whose apices arc the sell, the object.
and the "other,” has another set ot pwimmd implications. When
we confront a thing, we usually do so in a context of cultural
meanings that help us interpret the object. As existential philoso-
phers are tond of saying, the network of cultural meanings is “al-
ways already there,” mediating the transactions. At the same time.
we believe that new signs are constantly being created by people
throughout their lives, some embodying enduring meanings mn
new forms, others expressing new mecanings in forms that can
either be traditional or unprecedented.

From a sociological perspective this situation has been de-
scribed in terms of a socially constructed “symbolic universe” thar
persons confront as an “objectificd reality” (Schutz, 1960 Berger
and Luckmann, 1967). In pragmatist philosophy it is reflected in
the triadic nature of meaning: When we interpret a thing it acts as
a sign (first element), standing for something (second element).
through creating an interpreting thought or emotion (third ele-
ment). The new sign, created through the interpretation may be
equi\'alcn[ to the first sign or may be more developed (Peirce.
1931 -5, Vol. 2, para. 228). One grdndm()tllt‘r we interviewed, for
excunple named her husband’s and her own grandmother’s wed-
ding rings as special and had given them to ller grandson and his
tiancé for their wedding. These rings are signs (first element).
standing for five generatons of family continuity (second ele-
ment) to this woman. The third element of these signs are her
memories of the people and events and the thoughts or emotions
cvoked through reflection. In a given act ot reflection the memo-
rics, thoughts, or emotions may not be new at dl] but over the
course of her lite these rings have continued to * ‘grow” and de-
velop and to take on new meanings, and are still doing so, even
while retaining the same physical form.

Theretore it becomes possible to see how Interaction with ob-
jects results in socialization. To use a thing in a culturally appro-
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yriate way means to experience the culture directly — becoming
part of the medium ot signs that constitutes that culture. The liude
boy who plays with guns or toy soldiers is learning to act according
to the rules that are part of the repertoire of roles of that society,

as is his sister who plays with a doll house. In either case alledd_\
existing goals reified in toy objects attract the child’s attention and
restructure it in conformity with the toy’s intended use and ulti-
mately with the societal norms. If socialization is successtul. the
child will grow by mternalizing societal expectations, which recip-
rocally make a dilferentiated sell possible. George Herbert Mead
(1934) implicd this in his discussion of socialization when he said
that inanimate objects could serve as elements ot the “generalized
other,” as rolc models (Rochberg-Halton and Csikszentiihalyi,
1978: Rochberg-Halton, 1980a):

It is possible for ianimate abjects, no less than for other human organisms. to
form parts ot the generalized and organized — the completely socialized — other
for any given Immarl individual, in so lar as he responds to such objects socially
or in a social fashion (by means ot the mechanism of thought, the nte rnalized
conversation ol gestures). Any thing — any object or set of objects, whether animate or
inanimale, human or animal, or merely plysical — toward which he acts, or to which
he responds, socially, is an element in what for him is the generalized other: by
taking the attitudes of which toward himself he becomes conscious of himselt as
an object or individual and thus develops a self or personality. (Mead. 1934, pp.
154fn, italics added)

In Mead’s view, through assuming the role of the group or
community, an individual's conduct becomes intluenced and
guided by social rules and norms. Unfortunately, Mcad’s original
meaning ot the term “role model”™ has become narrowed, so that
now social scientists tend to cmphasize the behavioral patterns of
an actual person as constituting a “role model.” leav ing out or
Omsmng the fact that Mead includes "any object”™ or “set ot ob-
jects” as lld\mg this power as well. The importance ot a role
model lies in its reptesent’itn eness as a sign.

Mead’s account again highlights the dialectic, which we have
alrcady encountered in the analysis of symbolization: the tension
between difterentiation and integration. Mcad. like Marx, em-
phasizes the fact that when the agent interacts with the peculiar
Physical characteristics of an object, his or her unique personal
traits will emerge. Both also agree on the socializing function of a
thing; its ability to reveal social goals and expectations through its
use. How such socialization through objects works is usually oo
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obvious to attract notice. Yet it is an active part ot the experiential
context of people and therefore important to understand.

The socializing effect of objects is relatively clear. Substituting
pictures of Stalin and Lenin for crucifixes in Russian classrooms
was an orderly part of indoctrination into a new set ol ultimate
goals (Bronfenbrenner, 1973; O'Dell, 1978). But what social mes-
sages arc being transmitted by objects in use? What is the implica-
tion of the fact that only 7 percent of the West German popula-
tion in 1965 preferred traditional overstufted furniture, whereas
35 percent preferred modern Scandinavian design; 15 percent
chose imitation antique coffeepots: and 43 percent, pots of an
identical shape but of a more contemporary style (Noelle and
Neumann, 1967, pp. 132, 141-2)? Or what 1s the implication of
the fact that the new city houses ot Hyderabad in India often con-
tain refrigerators in the dining room for guests to admire (Dun-
can and Duncan, 1976. p. 208)? Certainly, interaction with such
objects helps either to pass along an already articulated set ol so-
cial values and attitudes or to structure a new set of orientations.
in which case the objects help to accomplish a “status passage”
(Strauss, 1969, p. 37).

Until the 1960s many Americans prided themselves on their
home appliances, and using them provided an empathic partici-
pation with the dominant ideology based on technological control.
This relationship has by no means disappeared; every year somc
new technological marvel, such as a food processor or a word
processor, will stimulate the enthusiasms of the great consuming
public. But since the late 1960s plants have also become an impor-
tant focal center in urban homes. Now transactions with plants are
accompained by very different meanings from those with electri-
cal appliances. There is a quality of generativity and nurturance
in the former, a real sense of both a contribution to life as well as
the symbolization of cultivation itself. Like the Ndembu girls initi-
ated under the mudyi tree, many respondents emphasized how
their own goals were being cultivated by houseplants. ‘There is no
question that the increased attention to plants represents the culti-
vation of ecological values that have become part of the culture in
recent years. The question still remains: Is this microcosmic trans-

action with the natural environment a cause or a consequcnce of

cultural values? In all probability, the answer is “both.”
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The role of objects in the development of the self - a
summary

The Paleolithic hunter who spent days chipping stone tools re-

ained the psychic energy invested fashioning them, and more,
through the saving in time and the added efficiency in procuring
calories that the use of the tools provided. This saving is well ex-
pressed by the Greek poet. writing in the time of Augustus. who
celebrates the advantages ot the watermill: “Spare your hands,
which have been long tamiliar with the millstone, you maidens
who used to crush the grain. Henceforth you shall sleep long,
oblivious of the crowing cocks who greet the dawn.” (quoted in
Bloch, 1967. p. 145).

However, because a certain responsc is adaptive at a given time
and at a specific level, it does not follow that the same response
will always contribute to survival no matter how often and how
intensely it 1s produced. Humanity's development of technique —
the ability to manipulate and make use of external objects — is one
of the distinguishing features of human evolution but, unfortu-
nately, it also seems to be an ability that has gotten out of hand. If
things attract our attention cxcessively, there is not enough psy-
chic energy left to cultivate the interaction with the rest of the
world. The danger of focusing attention exclusively on a goal of
physical consumption — or materialism — is that one does not at-
tend enough to the cultivation of the self, to the relationship with
others, or to the broader purposes that affect life. As the econo-
mist Linder (1970) has pointed out, the acquisition and mainte-
nance of objects can casily fill up a person’s life, until there is no
tume to do anything else, not even to use the things that are ex-
hausting all ot one’s psychic energy. When such a pass is reached,
thF:r adaptive value of objects is reversed; instead of liberating psy-
chic activity, the things bind it to useless tasks. The former tool
turns its master into its slave.

Ol?jettts affect what a person can do, cither by expanding or
restricting the scope of that person’s actions and thoughts. And
because what a person does is largely what he or she is, objects
have a determining effect on the development of the self, which is
why understanding the type of relationship that exists between
People and things is so crucial.
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In the preceding pages we have tried to explore some of the
complex dimensions of this relationship. Considering the extent
to which the fate of the human species has become intertwined
with the things it has created. it is now essential to understand
clearly how this relationship works and what its possible consc-
quences might be.

PART Il

CHAPTER 3

The most cherished objects
in the home

Empirical events gain meaning only when they are interpreted
through a conceptual framework. This is why in the preceding
chapters we have outlined a theoretical perspective [rom which to
view transactions between people and things. It is also true, how-
ever, that theories are dirccted and corrected — 1n tact, cultivated —
by systematic exposure to tacts. Therefore in the next tour chap-
ters we shall alternate development ot the theory with presenta-
tion of the findings of an cmpirical study, highlighting first one.
then the other aspect ot the mvestigation. What tollows, there-
fore, is neither a purely theoretical analysis nor the outline ot a
tactual report; instead, it 1s a combination of both — an explor-
atory effort — in which insights are gleaned from data and new
empirical analyscs arc presented to bolster emerging hypotheses.
Hence, the conclusions will otten remain heuristic rather than de-
fitive. On the other hand. the flexibility of such a method will
provide us with a greater variety of leads than could a more con-
ventional one.

To find out what the empirical relationships between people
and things in contemporary urban America arc, in 1977 we inter-
viewed members of 82 familics living in the Chicago Metropolitan
Area. Twenty of these tamilies lived in Rogers Park. a relatively
stable community at the northern limits of the city of Chicago: the
remaining were sclected from the adjacent suburb of Evanston.
an old and diversitied city in its own right, even though it is gco-
graphically indistinguishable from Chicago. Half the families be-
longed to the upper-middle class. half were lower-middle class as
Measured by Hollingshead's occupational ratings and by level of
education. In each tamily we talked to at least one ot the children,
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