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Activity
Think of an item of clothing that you wear regularly.
◦ What is the meaning of the clothing item…to you? In general? 

◦ What is the value of the item? 

◦ What do you feel when you wear it? 

◦ What did you feel when you bought it?

◦ Does it help define your fashion trend?

◦ What style of fashion would you ascribe to yourself?



Discussion Questions
Where was the clothing item made? 

Who produced the clothing item? 

What labour conditions went into making the clothing item? 

What materials make up the clothing item? 

How is the item of clothing valued compared to other items of clothing? Compared to other 
commodities in general?

What is the price of the item (now and when it was bought)?

Does the meaning you reported in the last discussion represent the labour conditions, materials 
used or use value of the item? 

What do you use the item for? How does that relate to its value? 



Value of a Commodity



What is a Commodity?
Commodity:  

An item of value produced for market exchange.

Cambridge English Dictionary 

◦ A substance or product that can be traded, bought, or sold. 

◦ A valuable quality

Oxford Dictionary

◦ A raw material or primary agricultural product that can be bought and sold, such as copper or coffee.

◦ A useful or valuable thing.

Myriam-Webster Dictionary 

◦ An economic good: such as
◦ A product of agriculture 

◦ An article of commerce especially when delivered for shipment 

◦ A mass-produced unspecialized product commodity chemicals

◦ Something useful or valued

◦ Convenience, advantage

◦ A good or service whose wide availability typically leads to smaller profit margins and diminishes the importance of factors (such as brand name) other than price 

◦ One that is subject to ready exchange or exploitation within a market



Fictitious Commodities (Karl Polanyi (1944) The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time)

Land

Labour

Money

What else?

Food?



What is an Apple?

What is the Value 
of an Apple?



What is KFC?

What is the 
Value of KFC? 





What is Apple –
the Company? 
What is Apple? 

What do they manufacture?

What does Apple represent to 
you? 

What does Apple represent to 
others? 

The Crazy Ones

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-z4NS2zdrZc


What about Apple? 
Although Apple is the company who sells popular brands like iPhones and iPads, the majority of 
their products are made by Foxconn, Pegatron, Wistron Compal Electronics. 

Apple is not the only company to subcontract other companies to manufacture products 
overseas. 



Commodity Fetishism in Social Justice!
Dove 
Dove Evolution Video

Dove Onslaught Video

Axe 
Axe Music Video

Axe Television Ad Diner Party

Axe Television Ad Dentist

http://www.dove.us/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KN2yunRynks
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ei6JvK0W60I
http://www.axe.ca/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B7evC55NU8I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1eYi1qL1A-M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cDBXeBoYK2A


Ways to Understand Commodity-Signs



The Value of a Commodity and 
Commodity Fetishism



Commodity 
Fetishism



Commodity Fetishism
Inanimate objects acquire human qualities or supernatural powers – that they do not possess. 

These qualities and/or powers are not dependent on their use value and nor with the materials 
that make them up. 

Social relations appear to arise from an object rather than from people. 

Exchange value is where commodity meaning is created over and above use value. 

Commodities seem to possess agency. 

Objects do not possess the ability to enter into relations with each other, they can only do so 
through the interaction of people. 

Modern advertising produces commodity meaning. 



Commodity Fetishism and Advertising
Advertising hides the actual conditions of production because the commodity disguises its own origin 
and the secret of its birth, namely the production of specific human interrelations. 

The price of the commodity stems from the obscured and misrecognized relations of production and 
thus objects appear as if they sprung out of nowhere. 

Advertising fills the void in meaning with its own symbols. 

Commodity-sign – Commodities no longer refer to their material composition, productive qualities, 
or use value – they refer to commodity meanings or commodity-signs. Advertising is the main driver 
of producing commodity signs. 

Two meanings of commodities: 
◦ Meaning that arise out of the actual material conditions of production

◦ Meanings that arise out of the promotion and circulation of a product in a market – advertising!

◦ Goods that lack a clear, distinct use-value or where use-value is difficult to differentiate between different 
versions of the same product are particularly prone to fetishism – i.e. Coke! 



Audiences for Sale
Videos provided in the first class:

◦ We Deliver Young People

◦ YUL-LAB

People are bought and sold to advertisers. People are considered consumers in a market 
economy. The audience is a commodity. 

Eyeballs and clicks(click-bait) – advertisers pay for your attention.

Advertisers (influencers) deliver (sell) audiences to companies via media.

Advertising is actually the reason why most media and infrastructure exist.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uTOlURndRiQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kdSRAb0oWDU


Take Back the Economy – Commons Toolkit 
Gibson-Graham, J.K., Cameron, J., Healy, S. (2013) Take Back the Economy: An Ethical Guide for Transforming Communities, University of Minnesota Press

Commons vs open access

Types of commons:
◦ Biophysical – Exist naturally – i.e. rocks, soil, air, etc. 

◦ Cultural – Things shared by members of the same culture – i.e. language, musical heritage, symbols

◦ Social – Things shared between members of a social system – i.e. education, health, political systems 

◦ Knowledge – Things people know – i.e. Indigenous ecological knowledge, scientific achievements

Ways to assess commons. To be a commons: 
◦ Access – Must be shared widely 

◦ Use – Must be negotiated by a community

◦ Benefit – Must be distributed to the community and possibly beyond

◦ Care – Must be performed by community members

◦ Responsibility – Must be assumed by the community

◦ Property – Must be collectively owned private property, state owned property and/or open access property



Examples
Community Organizations

◦ Bâtiment 7

◦ Park Slope Food Cooperative

◦ Les Fruits Defendus

Activities

◦ Foraging

◦ Community gatherings/festivals (potluck style)

◦ Community care

https://ateliers.batiment7.org/
https://www.foodcoop.com/
https://santropolroulant.org/en/what-is-the-roulant/collectives/fruits-defendus/


Discussion
How can we expand the commons?

◦ Food

◦ Housing

◦ Transportation

◦ Land access

◦ Technology

◦ Care – elderly, child, mental health

◦ Education

◦ Finance

◦ Knowledge

◦ Culture



Borrowing from Degrowth (Schmelzer, Vetter, Vansinjan, 2022)

Real Ways to Implement Degrowth
◦ Nowtopias

◦ Non-reformist reforms (change institutions) 

◦ Counter-hegemony (build a counter movement)

◦ Confronting crises (by design or disaster?)



Borrowing from 
Olin Wright
Desirable

Viable

Achievable as a larger system



Borrowing from Diverse Economies 
Frameworks
Gibson-Graham, J.K., Cameron, J., Healy, S. (2013) Take Back the Economy: An Ethical Guide for Transforming Communities, University of Minnesota Press 



Market Farm Practices
Direct sales 

◦ CSA 

◦ Farmers market

◦ Other markets

Wholesale
◦ Distributers

◦ Restaurants

Other sales
◦ Transformed goods

◦ Compost and other values

◦ Education

Contradictions
◦ Labour vs food price

◦ Soil regeneration time vs market readiness

◦ Growing time vs productivity

◦ Food donations vs sales

◦ Farmers markets vs increased labour

◦ Food waste!

Market Secrets
◦ Cash crops

◦ Reduce inputs

◦ Reduce labour necessities

◦ Holistic approach



Non-Market Farm Practices 
Volunteer labour

Community involvement

Foraging

Soil building

Incorporating animals

Funding sources

Contradictions
◦ Free labour vs viability

◦ Free food vs revenue

◦ Community involvement vs community interest

◦ Soil building vs time

◦ Animals vs care 

◦ Funding sources vs stability

Non-Market Secrets
◦ Sweat equity

◦ Stable funding

◦ Improved community space

◦ Building a sense of community



Alternative Market Farm Practices
Cooperative ownership

Different types of membership

Hybrid of markets and non markets

Ethical principles (social economy)

Fair treatment of employees

Rooted in community

Market viability and non-market advantages

Contradictions
◦ Community value vs profit

◦ Volunteers and paid workers

◦ Markets vs donations

◦ Internal conflicts

Alternative Market Secrets
◦ Community support

◦ Can take positive elements of both 

◦ More resilient to market failures

◦ Provides community benefits



Borrowing from Theories of Social 
Reporoduction



Videos By Vandada Shiva
Vandana Shiva – Ted Talk

Hero’s Sanctuary

Vandana Shiva on Food Sovereignty at Concordia

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ER5ZZk5atlE
https://vimeo.com/103536220
https://realfoodmedia.org/video/heros-sanctuary/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6cN2aHclw3I


Thank you! 

Questions, Concerns?
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