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„I consume therefore I am? Who am I?” by Krystyna Romaniszyn is an article released as a part of a book loosely concerning the topic of cultural identity. Therefore, it is treated as a standalone text, and the book is not reviewed as a whole. The book itself is an effect of year-long discussions between scholars held in the Jagiellonian University’s Institute of Sociology. 

The matter in question in Romaniszyn’s article is the relation between consumption and identity. The latter is perceived not as a monolith, but as a complex, multi-dimensional structure (shaped by one’s occupation, social and religious contexts, etc.), whereas the process of consumption is a means of both construction and symbolical expression of this identity. Individuals project meaning onto consumed goods, which thus become communicates in the social reality. These communicates can be decoded by other people, provided they have the necessary competence. The image constructed by one’s way of consumption becomes a new element of his identity, which Romaniszyn calls ‘show-off identity’.

Referring to the classics of sociology and anthropology of consumption, Romaniszyn describes the social and cultural functions of this phenomenon. The goods and the act of their consumption articulate the existing social structure, and as Thorsten Veblen said, present and confirm one’s prestige and status. Moreover, it is the same agent that further differentiates the society. Romaniszyn gives the example of the so-called ‘new middle classes’, constituted by their specific ‘style’ of consumption. Goods support interaction, they have the power to include or exclude from the society. One who does not consume, does not (socially) exist. Referring to Pierre Bourdieu’s categories of habitus and cultural capital, Romaniszyn points out, that an individual’s ‘style’ of consumption complies with the schemes typical of his own social stratum and class – his taste is determined by his culture. However, innovations in consumption and social nonconformity may generate innovations in culture.

Modern society has undergone drastic changes since WWII – mass production aimed at mass consumption led to the development of what is called ‘consumerism culture’. Its main feature is the unprecedented freedom of choosing what one consumes (thus, what self-image one projects), leading to rapid change of fashion, taste and lifestyle. According to Romaniszyn, consumption is constantly gaining autonomy, which may eventually result in halting its social functions. 

The author dismisses the argument, that consumerism culture enforces consumption, manipulating defenseless individuals motivated by the modern imperative of search for identity. Nevertheless, she doesn’t  fall into the contrary extremity – the thesis, that one is free to construct and express his own self. Apart from the habitus, important restrictions are mass-media and advertisements, which present patterns of consumption. Another factor is the tendency to imitate. However, none of these patterns are obligatory, one may choose not to follow them.

How does Romaniszyn answer to the questions stated in the articles’ title? By her own account, the “show-off identity” originates in the - characteristic of consumerism culture - autonomy of consumption, its ability to loosen the ties of social relations. Thus, an individual has the possibility to become whom he wants. “I consume, therefore I am” – that, who I already am (and have already been), and who I want to become.

The author stresses the reciprocal influence of consumption and identity. Her essay proves this relation unquestionable. More in-depth analysis of this issue would be most compelling, however it is beyond the scope of such short an article.
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