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“Craft Consumption and Experience”

Craft consumption describes the consumption of food and drink produced using 
ethically informed artisanal labor. It has become a cultural obsession since the financial 
crisis, taking on particular intensity in gentrifying urban industrial districts. Specialty 
purveyors of beer, cheese, whiskey, and pickled vegetables have sprouted up in storefronts 
and warehouses, selling not only food and drink but nostalgia for a time their customers 
never lived through. In contrast to the space-age futurism which framed twentieth century 
visions of the millennium, American city-dwellers are today fascinated by handicraft 
manufacturing and pre-industrial village life. This essay inquires into the appeal of this 
peculiar revival movement, and it will proceed by examining craft consumption in the 
context of the changing structures of social experience.

Some critics dispute claims that craft consumption constitutes an ethical alternative to 
industrial capitalism. The central notions of these critiques, informed by sociological analysis 
and ethnographic research, are fair and correct. The low productivity of small-scale craft food 
production restricts its products to being expensive niche goods, and changing individual 
consumption patterns cannot bring about structural economic reform. However, to contain 
the analysis of craft consumption within this “critique of capitalism” frame is to obscure the 
strange yearnings and fantasies that it expresses. To pull back the curtain to reveal the 
fictions at the heart of craft consumption does not dispel its claims to authenticity; rather, it 
exposes curious exercises of the imagination which illuminate the present day and perhaps 
portend the future to come.
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I

Craft consumption gives consumers the experience of a social world of craft production. 
It is this experience, one of a world which is both real and fantastic, and one which 
incorporates both aesthetic and ethical dimensions, that is the secret to its appeal.

Consumers first encounter this world during their participation in an unusual 
marketing practice: the production tour. The production tour is the foundation of craft 
marketing strategy. For $10, consumers gain access to a backroom production space, where 
they listen to a guide speak about ethical values and manufacturing techniques before 
sampling the wares available for purchase. Tours typically take place in some far-flung 
warehouse or back-alley storeroom, somewhere sufficiently off the beaten path to give one 
satisfaction upon finally arriving. Inside, tourists encounter a messy assemblage of whirring 
steel machines, blue plastic storage containers, and tan sacks of grain, all serving not only to 
manufacture craft commodities but to function as a compelling landscape for tourists. The 
guide’s demonstration emphasizes the granular details of food and drink production, often at 
a surprising level of technical rigor for what is ultimately an advertising presentation. The 
guide reconstructs the supply networks that yield raw materials such as grain and milk, and 
he illustrates the slow metamorphoses of those raw materials into finished products. 
Interspersed with technical explanations about the biochemistry of organic matter and the 
functions of machines are stories about the origins of the business and the ethical precepts 
which inform its practices. Over the course of the tour, categorical distinctions are 
established between craft production and industrial manufacturing: the former is a flavorful, 
ethical, locally embedded alternative to standardized, profit optimized, mass market 
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production.
On the one hand, the guide plays the role of teacher in providing taste education. While 

consumers typically have extensive experience eating cheese and drinking beer, few have 
much understanding about how these commodities are manufactured. The guide provides 
knowledge that demystifies food and drink production. She reduces the process to its 
component parts of materials and machines, and she illustrates the ways that a craft process 
manipulates and combines these parts in a distinctive manner. Equipped with such specialist 
technical knowledge, the consumer can begin to see the commodity on the store shelf as one 
that has emerged across a network of farms, roads, factories, and storehouses, and one that 
has come into being through a delicate collaboration of organic materials, machine labor, and 
human supervision. The production tour thus explodes surface into spatial and temporal 
depth. A goat’s milk fontina cheese isn’t simply some savory food packaged in plastic, but the 
material instantiation of the work of farmers, microorganisms, animals, and automobiles 
distributed across space and time. The coordinates of this spatiotemporal network call a 
social world of commodity production into existence for the tourist.

On the other hand, the guide plays a kind of connoisseur, working to condition the 
sensory perception of his audience. By cultivating the faculty of taste, the tour installs 
technical knowledge in the consumer’s body, allowing her to perceive during ingestion 
distinctive elements of this socio-technical order. The guide strategically distributes samples 
to taste so that they follow some technical explanation of the production process. As they 
taste, tourists are first urged to discern particular taste qualities, such as sourness, 
earthiness, fruitiness, or smokiness, before the guide connects those sensations to specific 
qualities of the manufacturing process. A tourist might learn that the charcoal taste of a rye 
whiskey comes from aging in a charred wooden barrel, or that its soft, mellow quality 
emerges from a distillation process that carefully removes the harsher, more voluble 
alcohols. What develops as a consequence is a synesthetic sense perception — a craft palate — 
in which the experience of taste contains also a sense for the qualities of the technical 
practices used in production, and of the ethical precepts which inform them. The craft 
consumer learns to taste the world in which a product was manufactured. Through the 
process of ingestion, the contents of that world are intermingled with her body. She thus 
complements her conceptual understanding of this world of craft production with an 
embodied one.

This world has several qualities which make it pleasurable for consumers to inhabit. For 
one, craft enterprise presents its work as a thoughtful, ethically informed practice, one in 
which efficiency and profit are secondary to closely held moral values and standards. This 
aspect is essential to the idea of craft production. While the word craft might conjure the 
dextrous hands of a master shoemaker, craft food producers do little manual labor. They are 
more stewards than artisans. The technique in craft production is that of curation: it lies in 
the expert selection of materials and the careful supervision of machines. Both practices are 
shaped largely by ethical considerations. To support organic, sustainable agriculture and 
cultivate regional supply networks, craft producers source raw materials such as grain, milk, 
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and yeast from nearby organic farms. By rejecting the corporate business model and 
embracing the locally situated small business, craft producers can work with human-scale 
machines, which possess the technical flexibility that allows for precision and 
experimentation in manufacturing. Craft producers advocate cooperative interaction with 
nature, rejecting industrial pasteurization and homogenization in favor of gently cultivating 
the flavor-enhancing agencies of microbes. Consumers are brought into this world because 
the scope of producers’ principles oscillates between the single enterprise and the society of 
the future: while applied to the operations of a small brewery, these principles articulate 
broader visions, however fantastic, of a moral, socially embedded American economy. The 
boldness of the bitter, sour, earthy flavors of craft food provide material testament to the 
value of these standards, appealingly suggesting that one can exist as part of a moral social 
fabric while still satisfying one’s appetites.

Tourists often listen to descriptions of craft producers’ working lives with some degree 
of envy, as if they’ve suddenly encountered the ultimate vision of the good life. In some ways, 
tourists romanticize craft labor, seeing pastoral simplicity or humble artisanship where there 
are in fact long hours, low pay, and confrontations with bureaucracy. But there is also 
genuine appeal in the prospect of working with nature to create something delicious. The 
drama lies in the dynamic, reactive qualities of organic materials, and in the intricacies of the 
processes through which these materials are transformed. An insufficient understanding of 
organic chemistry, or a lack of working knowledge of a technical apparatus, can produce a 
foul-tasting or even dangerous mess. An experienced craft steward, however, can skillfully 
guide materials through these transformations. When fermenting grain for beer or spirits, he 
crushes it into a fine powder and adds a precise quantity of hot water, before adding yeast 
and storing the mixture at a temperature that enables yeast to convert sugars into alcohol 
and carbon dioxide. When aging cheese, she regulates temperature and humidity so that 
microbes can transform texture and flavor, and she ensures sufficient ventilation to diffuse 
the noxious byproducts of carbon dioxide and ammonia. It is this challenge of working 
collaboratively with living organic matter that is so appealing to tourists. In craft production, 
one cannot impose form onto matter, the way a machine press stamps metal into shapes, or 
impose form onto information, the way spreadsheet software organizes data. One must 
instead gently manipulate matter and situate it in a surrounding environment so that matter 
and environment continue to evolve together to create a pleasing final form.

The world of craft production is also steeped in nostalgia. It is shaped by a pervasive 
feeling of loss, a sense that society has veered off the modern trajectory of progress. Tour 
guides often make this sentiment explicit, suggesting that something has been lost in the 
transition from small-scale, family-owned food purveyors to multinational industrial 
conglomerates. This fixation on loss orients craft enterprise toward the past. Tour guides 
work to situate the social world of craft production within imagined traditional pre-industrial 
milieus, from the Austrian village with its friendly neighborhood butcher, brewer, and 
shoemaker, to that of the backwoods moonshiner who manufactured his wares in secret and 
sold them quietly to those in the know. Product labeling often incorporates images from an 
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America before post-war prosperity, such as the Ferris Wheel from the 1893 World’s Fair in 
Chicago, and workers often dress in pre-industrial costume, wearing pinstriped aprons, 
denim overalls, or bushy beards. Many craft producers are also inspired by family history, 
perhaps building a brandy distillery as a tribute to their great-grandparents’ shop in the old 
country. This craft nostalgia feels uncomfortable at times, particularly because xenophobia 
typically pervaded these old worlds. But it emphasizes a yearning for lost institutions that, 
from a present-day perspective, seemed to engender familiarity and intimacy among 
neighbors. Seeing one friendly face at the bakery and another at the dairy, craft producers 
argue, makes one feel part of a community in a way that big-box grocery shopping cannot. 
Enjoying a local delicacy builds solidarity on the level of the neighborhood, city, or state. The 
warmth obtained from the embers of the past is thus the feeling of social intimacy.

The craft production tour works to make consumption into more than the ingestion of 
some pleasant-tasting substance. It becomes a vicarious engagement with a compelling, 
richly illustrated world. The world constructed in the production tour has the quality of being 
simultaneously real and virtual, both a concrete depiction of an existing enterprise and an 
imaginative fantasy called into being through narrative. On one level, the social world of 
craft production is presented as one that very much exists in the real world, not only through 
the technoscientific detail with which the tour reconstructs commodity production, but also 
through its pragmatic discussions of cultivating foot traffic and navigating bureaucracy. 
Furthermore, its products are material goods that are experienced through the body and the 
senses. At the same time, this world is imbued with such intense moral feeling and nostalgia 
that it sits at a slight tilt off its axis, a degree removed from empirical reality. Its practice of 
borrowing imagery, clothing, and machinery from the past gives the world of craft enterprise 
a patina, a marked surface that suggests the passage of historical time. It is on these surfaces 
that an intense feeling of loss can linger, and a longing for something from the past can 
occur. Its idealistic articulation of its ethical commitments causes the fixed quality of the real 
world to recede somewhat, opening a vivid horizon of possibility for the construction of 
something new. The social world of craft production is thus constituted through this dialectic 
of infrastructural concreteness and idealistic wandering into past and future. This dialectic is 
experienced sensuously, giving taste a curious transporting quality for consumers, albeit one 
that contains utopian fantasy within the homespun confines of the small family business and 
the honest day’s work.

* * * * *

Consumption in capitalist society hasn’t often been a means of vicariously experiencing 
an alternative socio-economic realm. Indeed, social thinkers preoccupied with mass 
consumption have identified different desires at work. Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer 
in “The Culture Industry” depict the consumer as passive and obedient, yielding to the easy 
pleasures of industrially produced entertainment which rob him of his imaginative and 
critical faculties. Marshall Sahlins in Culture and Practical Reason and Jean Baudrillard in 
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Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign depict commodities as objectifications of symbolic 
codes and social categories, making consumption a method of appropriating specific cultural 
values to one’s person and communicating one’s social position to others. Dick Hebdige, 
working within the Birmingham School of cultural studies, argues that consumers can use 
commodities in a way that challenges dominant cultural meanings and develops group 
solidarity. One chapter in Hebdige’s Hiding in the Light examines the appropriation of the 
Italian motor scooter by the British Mods, a youth subculture that set its modern, effeminate 
disposition against the conventionally masculine raucousness of the rockers. Craft 
consumption, however, offers neither mass-produced amusement nor the chance to identify 
with a specific subculture or class fraction: it is an encounter with a peculiar social world, 
one that is simultaneously real and imagined. What might have caused this shift toward 
consumption as vicarious world-experience?
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II

After the Second World War, liberal individualism and private leisure came to organize 
everyday life. These structures produced an increasingly atomized, isolated people. In the 
aftermath of the financial crisis, the satisfactions of bourgeois society — career, home 
ownership, and material comfort — have become increasingly inaccessible. The resulting 
frustration with capitalism has engendered a yearning for the textures, intimacies, and 
dependencies of communal life. Craft consumption is an expression of this yearning.

In the early twentieth century, life for the poor and working classes was something 
experienced en masse. This was especially true in northern cities like New York and Chicago, 
where waves of immigrants came to work in factories, domestic service, and construction. 
Most of these migrants found difficult lives awaiting them. Jobs typically demanded sixty 
hours a week of grueling physical labor, and with a single wage often insufficient to support a 
family, women and children were also pushed into the workforce. For these poor laborers, life 
outside of work had to be public because, as middle class social reformers increasingly 
documented, their private spaces were filthy and overcrowded. Children could play their 
games in streets, back alleys, and parks. Young men and women danced and courted outside. 
Men talked at the corner tavern, and they watched baseball, boxing, and horse racing in 
crowded stadiums, arenas, and racetracks. Even the housewife, in many ways confined within 
the four walls of her household, joined in the bustle of the market and the activity of the 
street. This experience of living as part of a collective was heightened by the social 
segregation of the poor from the middle and upper classes. Workers lived in different 
neighborhoods, wore different clothing, enjoyed different leisure activities, and labored in a 
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constricted society that offered little upward mobility. From baseball game to union meeting 
to weekend outing, leisure took place in public, among others, within the confines of a 
familiar neighborhood.

The economic boom following the Second World War lifted large sections of Americans 
into the “middle class”. In so doing, it loosened the bonds of collectivity that had been 
welded together by shared poverty and public lifestyles. Full employment and rising wages 
enabled an economic self-sufficiency that reduced dependence on mutual aid. Broad access 
to higher education and professional careers unmoored identity from the circumstances of 
birth, tying it instead to individual performance and appearance. Prosperity and free-floating 
identity converged in the realm of mass consumption. These glittering worlds of 
commodities were sites not only of novelty and pleasure, but of the construction of the self. 
Even purchases of commodities with useful functions — a watch, a dress, a couch — were shot 
through with status anxiety and dreams of self-enhancement. A car, for instance, had its 
practical qualities: it allowed its driver to travel where and when she wanted in the comfort 
of a controlled private space. But the choice of a specific car also expressed particular 
personal qualities and orientations to the outside world: luxury, sophistication, practicality, 
ruggedness. Advertising further cultivated this expressive dimension. It depicted not so 
much the product itself as the image of a person enriched through consumption. Advertising 
worked to manufacture glamour, what the critic John Berger described as the happiness of 
being envied. Consumption was thus enlisted in the task of appearing enviable to others. 
Clothes, cosmetics, and expensive liquor cultivated an allure at the level of appearance that 
suggested the inherent superiority of one’s person.

Postwar expansion also drove an explosion of suburban living, whose spaciousness and 
privacy provided an escape from the conflicts and crowds of urban life. Aided by government 
investment in housing the rising white middle class, the suburbs grew dramatically from 
housing 13% of Americans in 1940 to 31% in 1960. Suburban living consisted in the 
individual ownership of a single-family home with a lawn, a garage, and a private car. Its 
satisfactions lay in its retreat from the commons. The suburbs were sufficiently isolated to 
avoid the chaos and crime of deindustrializing cities, and they kept out racial minorities who 
were perceived to bring them. Their orderliness and tranquility fostered the aspiration 
toward the “dream house”, an ongoing project for a married couple that demanded laborious 
backyard husbandry and tasteful interior design. The dream house had the added benefit of 
being a financial asset: rising real estate values and favorable tax treatment allowed 
homeowners to accumulate wealth for retirement. At the same time, however, suburban 
living produced a subtle estrangement from one’s neighbors. Because it confined people to 
their houses and cars, suburbia discouraged walking and mingling with others. Neighboring 
homes provided a silent injunction to keep up with the Joneses — to keep one’s front lawn 
green and freshly mowed, and to keep a nice car in the driveway. This experience of private 
suburban living made Margaret Thatcher’s brutal attack on the commons sound reasonable: 
“There is no such thing as society. There are individual men and women and there are 
families.”
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Second-wave feminism and the 1960s student movements elevated an even more 
radical individualism against the values and social structures of 1950s suburbia. Against the 
oppressive qualities of suburban conformity and the nuclear family, these movements fought 
for liberal equality and prioritized individual desire. This priority of subjectivity, best 
summed up by the maxim that “the personal is political”, was emancipatory in many ways. It 
supported feminist criticism of the traditional family for its reliance on the unpaid labor and 
subservience of women. It also justified the aspiration of women to join the professions: 
there a woman could be judged as an individual with skills and ideas, rather than as a 
biological entity and appendage of her husband’s household. Furthermore, the primacy of 
individual desire created space for sexual practices outside the bounds of existing social 
conventions. With the aid of contraception, women enjoyed sex outside of marriage, and they 
made the decision to have children in the contexts of personal finances and career ambitions. 
The development of open gay subcultures and movements for LGBT rights were built in part 
on the growing acceptance of individual sexual preferences, whatever they might entail, so 
long as sex was between consenting adults. Movements for liberal equality thus intertwined 
personal liberation and social liberation. The emphasis on personal choice and personal 
desire did much to reduce the force of patriarchal, heteronormative oppression. To some 
degree, however, liberal movements represented the triumph of the individual over society: 
they fought for a free world of self-regarding, autonomous individuals governed by the 
pursuit of private aspirations and desires, without any vision of solidarity or collective 
welfare.

Technological development has fostered an increasingly individualized experience of 
the outside world. With such development largely taking place under the aegis of capitalist 
corporations, it has tended toward the production of consumer goods. These personal 
electronic devices — the radio, the television, the personal computer, the smartphone — are 
marked by their capacities to reproduce the outside world and transmit, receive, and replay 
those reproductions. Using these technologies, the private individual in her living room has 
access to the entirety of what can be displayed in images and expressed in sounds: an 
interview with a famous actress, a war being fought across the world, a football game being 
played across the country. They thus extend their users’ fields of perception to include 
faraway scenes and sounds. In so doing, they create virtual public spheres composed of those 
who heard the president’s speech or enjoyed a particular comedy show. At the same time, 
these personal electronics provide private access to experiences that used to take place in 
public. If a baseball game is broadcast over the radio, why go through the trouble and 
expense of buying tickets and getting to the stadium? Why go to the cinema when one could 
watch television in the comfort of one’s home? Gossiping with friends at the market or the 
bar could be done much more easily over the phone, without the need to get dressed to go 
out. Such technologically mediated experience has the quality of interaction at a distance. 
What is missing are the pleasing textures of the here and now: the spontaneous frictions and 
resonances generated in face-to-face interactions and among crowds in the street.

Social media is often portrayed as a platform for interaction, but its use more often 
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entails the meticulous construction of oneself and the consumption of the constructions of 
others. Rhetoric from tech bosses like Steve Zuckerberg stresses the capacity of social media 
to connect people in different places. There are indeed many ways in which it fulfills this 
function. Using social media, people can maintain relationships with friends and family 
living elsewhere, and they can make new connections around shared interests and 
experiences. But to stress only connection ignores the nature of interaction across social 
media platforms. There is little real-time engagement with others, and consequently little of 
the spontaneity and intimacy which that entails. Instead, these networks link social media 
profiles, archives of images and text that are assembled and curated by individual users. 
Maintaining these profiles requires long periods of time spent alone behind a computer or 
phone screen, refining the way one presents oneself and considering the potential reactions 
of others. Social media platforms arrange profile updates into a chronologically organized 
feed, and with the swipe of a finger, the user can scroll through an infinite stream of 
photographs, opinions, and sarcastic jokes. These digitized intimacies, mediated by curated 
images and text, contain a degree of estrangement at their core: even when they are 
reciprocated, they are connections between observer and observed, performer and audience. 
Like the television and the computer, social media provides contact with the outside world, 
but at a distance.

With the neoliberal restructuring of capitalism beginning in the 1980s, individuals have 
increasingly been asked to develop human capital: a mixture of knowledge, practical skills, 
and emotional dispositions that as workers they can use to maximize surplus value for their 
employers. This compulsion to develop human capital encourages relentless work on 
improving oneself, and as Malcolm Harris writes in Kids These Days, this work begins in 
childhood. In school, students endure longer school days and heavier homework loads, and 
they face increasing pressure to perform well on standardized assessments. After-school time 
has become devoted to structured extracurricular activity, aimed at success in specialized 
competitive arenas such as dance or soccer. Such pervasive competition encourages children 
to think of themselves as individuals first, rather than as members of a shared society. Grades 
and scores are earned by individual students, and success or failure is a matter of individual 
ability and perseverance. As they finish high school, teenagers are put through the wringer of 
the college admissions process. Selective colleges ask students not only to demonstrate 
outstanding academic performance, but also to suggest their future trajectories through 
extracurricular activities and personal essays. Even after college, recent graduates have 
become accustomed to demands for postgraduate education and unpaid intern labor. The 
payoff for such intensive human capital development has been the promise of a career: a 
well-paying job in one’s chosen field that allows for personal growth and accomplishment. 
Through the labor one performs and the colleagues one meets, the career provides identity, 
meaning, and social status.

These currents have cultivated an economy and society structured around the 
endeavors and experiences of self-determining individuals. For decades, this development 
was perceived to be a sign of progress. Skilled individuals pursuing their desires constituted 
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the engine of American capitalism, giving it an innovative quality that cemented its 
dominance in a competitive global economy. The career enabled individuals to find 
happiness and meaning in their working lives, fulfillments that allowed them to bear the 
crosses of marriage and children at home. For millions, spacious suburbs and mass 
consumption dramatically increased their standards of living, allowing them to escape the 
backwardness and poverty of the worlds of their ancestors. Since the financial crisis, however, 
liberal individualism has suffered a legitimation crisis. Many career trajectories have been 
replaced with low-wage, precarious employment, and many face debt obligations that 
demand years of toil to repay. The individualist bargain for the middle classes — of 
competitive skill-building in adolescence in exchange for a satisfying career in adulthood — 
is starting to collapse, as capitalism cannot hold up its end of the bargain. People instead find 
themselves working harder simply to satisfy their basic needs, and an unexpected break such 
as illness or unemployment might confront them with financial obligations they cannot meet 
alone. Accompanying this collapse are growing manifestations of social alienation: an 
“epidemic” of loneliness, rampant mass shootings and opioid overdoses, an increase in 
depression and suicide rates, and the growing popularity of conspiratorial worldviews. 
Outside of a shrinking set of wealthy metropolitan enclaves, liberal society built on 
individual desire and individual accomplishment has lost its luster.

In this context, it is easier to understand the curious nostalgia expressed in the world of 
craft food and drink production. The pre-industrial village of one’s great-grandparents, or the 
Jane Jacobs city neighborhood populated by petty shopowners, is perceived to have possessed 
the rich textures and intimacies of the social. While people were poorer, it seems that their 
economic lives were more closely intertwined. A store on one block might be a supplier for 
several others, and a produce merchant on one side of town might buy his dairy goods from a 
milkman living on the other. In contrast to today’s experience of chasmic inequality, the 
small town of the past seems to have enjoyed prosperous times together, and to have 
endured a depression or poor harvest through mutual aid. With this economic 
interdependence came social stability, especially where businesses were run by the same 
families over generations. This picture of the past supports an attractive fantasy for those 
enduring a recession and austerity politics: the return to communitarian informal support 
networks. Shared struggle has replaced the 20th-century dream of individual wealth and 
property ownership. This perhaps explains the fascination with food and drink, rather than, 
say, paintings or fast cars: craft consumers are interested in the security and integrity of 
basic needs, produced with minimal reliance on politicians and corporations. And the 
emphasis on local food production engenders feelings of rootedness in a society dominated 
by the rapid and unpredictable mobility of capital. There is perhaps also an apocalyptic 
undertone to this nostalgia: after the death of the welfare state, during the rising tide of 
global fascism, and with the specter of climate change looming in the near future, one might 
be well advised to retreat into a small, isolated community and learn to fend for oneself.
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III

But what gives craft consumption its power to evoke such profound nostalgia? Or its 
capacity to conjure feelings of social intimacy? An answer lies within the aesthetic 
dimension of craft consumption. What distinguishes the craft aesthetic is the closeness with 
which tastes are intertwined with the natural and social worlds that produce them. Craft 
beer, cheese, and whiskey feature intense flavors that bear the trace of their raw ingredients. 
Consumers cultivate a connoisseur’s sensitivity and expertise, which illuminate the 
connections between taste and production techniques. This interweaving of sensory 
experience with its material origins gives craft taste a synesthetic, transporting quality. In 
addition to enabling vicarious experience of craft production landscapes, it informs changing 
modes of social thinking and action.

Craft producers appeal not only to the consciences of consumers but also to their 
palates. They suggest that a craft amber ale and an artisanal sourdough actually taste better 
than their mass-market counterparts do. Production tours find opportune moments to 
illustrate this purported superiority. The case of craft spirits provides an instructive example. 
The first sample that distillery tourists typically taste is a small shot of unaged distilled 
liquor, or, as it’s known in its illegally produced, untaxed form, moonshine. Tour guides play 
on the apprehension of first-time craft spirits drinkers: for many, the thought of drinking 
clear liquor evokes memories of downing cheap vodka or visions of backwoods moonshine 
production. But to the surprise of many, this “white whiskey” goes down without the harsh 
burn they expected, and it even seems to taste good! Unaged craft spirits made from corn and 
wheat possess a surprising softness and smoothness, and those from rye express the pepper 
and fruitiness of the grain. Craft spirits have an elemental character: one can really taste that 
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she is drinking a distilled mixture of fermented grain or fruit. You wouldn’t want to dilute 
that taste with soda or juice. Tour guides use these surprised reactions to reinforce the value 
of their distillery’s ethically informed, technically precise production. Craft spirits are not 
simply more honest and better for the planet, but more aesthetically pleasing.

But such a straightforward judgment of superiority rests on questionable assumptions. 
What makes the soft mellowness of craft spirits a mark of quality? Is a spirit that features the 
flavors of its raw materials simply better than one that doesn’t? Many whiskey drinkers have 
in fact valued the same harsh “bite” that craft producers deride as a distasteful byproduct of 
profit-maximizing industrial production. The essayist Walker Percy praises the transporting 
qualities of the caustic burn of whiskey. Against the anesthetizing domestic tedium of 
suburban life — “Is this it? Listening to Cronkite and the grass growing?” — bourbon brings 
back memories and recovers a vibrant, living self. Percy writes: “The joy of bourbon drinking 
is … the instant of the whiskey being knocked back, and the little explosion of Kentucky 
U.S.A. sunshine in the cavity of the nasopharynx, and the hot bosky bite of Tennessee 
summertime.” From this perspective, the harsh bite of bottom-shelf bourbon is 
indispensable: it conjures the heat and liveliness and sensuality absent from the well-kept 
suburb of the twentieth century. Sean S. McKeithan, writing in a similar vein, recalls the 
importance of bourbon consumption to the masculine homosociality of his Virginia Beach 
adolescence. To endure fiery whiskey with a stiff upper lip was an important means of 
asserting one’s masculinity: “Bite — that burn that makes learning to drink whiskey hard 
work and separates the proverbial men from the boys (and girls, and queers).” This harsh 
burn, rather than being a lamentable aspect of alcohol consumption, is here central to 
performances of masculine identity. The appeal of mellow, refined, elemental whiskey 
therefore cannot lie in the straightforward superiority of its taste or its manufacturing 
process.

Similar assumptions underpin assertions of craft beer’s superiority. Craft beer partisans 
deride “macrobrews”, beers produced in large quantities by national and international 
breweries, for their tastelessness. They present the cheap lager of Budweiser, Coors, Pabst, 
and Miller as saccharine malted beer water. Who could possibly prefer that diluted cloying 
sweetness from corporate breweries? But structuring this dichotomy between tasteless 
macrobrews and tasteful microbrews is the assumption that flavor is central to a beer-
drinking experience. An examination of beer advertisements from the 1950s and 1960s 
suggests that this isn’t always the case. A 1961 Pabst Blue Ribbon commercial emphasizes 
the sonic pleasures of carbonation. Two stylish couples sit on the beach, their sunny 
afternoon punctuated by the sch-pop! of opened bottles, the gurgling and bubbling of beer 
poured into glasses, and the satisfied aah! after that delicious first sip. Pabst says well done: 
here’s your refreshing reward. A 1957 Budweiser commercial highlights its golden, bubbly 
elegance, as if Budweiser were a cousin to champagne. In a smoky, dimly lit restaurant, 
glamorous patrons insist on tall glasses of Budweiser, their pale golden body and frothy white 
head perfect accompaniments to celebratory laughter and toasts. An invitation from the King 
of Beers: Live life — every golden minute of it. Enjoy Budweiser — every golden drop of it. A 1964 
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Schaefer commercial valorizes its low alcohol content: the one beer to have when you’re having 
more than one. Bartenders greet regulars during their lunch breaks and after work, and their 
pours of Schaefer keep the lively conversation coming, hour after hour, until closing time. 
The pleasures of mass-produced lager are those which mark leisure as an occasion to enjoy 
life, in contrast to the tedium of a 9-5 job. These are as much tied up with the visual, sonic, 
social, and psychoactive qualities of beer drinking as they are with taste. Such fervent 
preoccupation with taste is thus a peculiarity of craft consumption, rather than evidence of 
its aesthetic superiority.

The craft aesthetic is better understood as a historically specific enthusiasm for intense 
taste experiences marked by the presence of raw ingredients. An IPA overwhelms the palate 
with the bitter, piney, citrusy flavors of hops. The pleasure of an artisanal sourdough lies in 
the complement of its thick, hearty, caramelized crust, the product of high heat in a wood-
fired oven, and the soft, starchy sourness on the inside, animated by microbes from an 
heirloom starter culture. A craft gin foregrounds the flavors of its botanicals, which include 
not only the fresh piney tartness of juniper berries, but experiments with the woodsy, earthy 
tastes of cardamom and cloves and the citrus sweetness of lemon peel and orange seed. Raw-
milk artisanal cheese teems with a diversity of microbes, whose growth amplifies the flavors 
of the grasslands where cows, goats, and sheep graze. Artisan pickles burst with the sourness 
of fermentation and the crispness of fresh-picked produce. These bitter, earthy, sour flavors 
impact the depth of the palate and make a visceral impression on the body. This gustatory 
intensity exercises a gravitational pull on the activity around it: consumers are engrossed in 
the experience of taste, and in the discussion of taste and its origins. The life of society 
recedes before a vivid encounter with the life of microbes. Digital stimulus diminishes before 
the rich earthiness of soil and grain. This transporting capacity of craft taste, located within 
the lingering trace of organic materials, is prized in today’s context of economic recession, 
disillusion with established institutions, and anxiety about climate change. If during the 
prosperous mid-century Budweiser made jovial those nights at a restaurant or ballgame, the 
craft apricot sour allows the consumer to retreat from grim social realities and experience 
nature in all its vibrancy, unpredictability, and strength.

The transporting quality of craft taste is intensified by the cultivation of expertise 
about how these tastes are produced. This expertise on technical practices, and on the ethical 
principles which inform them, is disseminated largely through the production tour. The craft 
consumer learns about the conditions under which raw ingredients are produced, and about 
the methods by which heat, force, pressure, and time are applied to transform these organic 
materials into finished commodities. He does so not for practical purposes, but to enrich the 
experience of taste. This knowledge not only uncovers subtleties of flavor and aroma, but 
opens taste experience onto the broader social world that produced it. The peppery spiciness 
of a rye whiskey, for instance, is linked to the craft practice of distilling at low heat in a small 
still and carefully separating the “heart” of the mixture from the “heads” and “tails”. The 
complex nutty creaminess of an artisanal gruyere emerges from the specific grass that cows 
eat, the use of bacteria-rich raw milk, and an aging process that maintains consistent heat, 



16

pressure, and yeast quantity. As consumers continue to learn and taste, this knowledge 
becomes installed in the body. They cultivate the connoisseur’s intuitive ability to detect 
through taste how a commodity was produced and by whom. This gustatory sensitivity adds a 
synesthetic dimension to the craft palate: craft consumers enjoy the taste of local organic 
farming and skilled manufacturing. Through taste, the consumer can transport himself 
elsewhere: to a world in which the dynamism and richness of nature is cultivated within a 
socioeconomic structure centered on the passion, skill, and conscience of artisan stewards.

Taste’s power as a means of vicarious world experience emerges within a society of 
visual spectacle. This saturation of the visual has its origins in the industrial period. The 
critic Walter Benjamin, drawing upon the writing of Charles Baudelaire, Edgar Allan Poe, and 
Georg Simmel, constructs a picture of industrial urban life in which shock experience is 
pervasive. The agitated movement of the crowd in the street, the disorienting flashes of city 
lights and traffic signals, the unceasing stream of journalistic information, and the 
provocative advertising on billboards and posters — these stimuli bombard individuals from 
all directions. Sigmund Freud argued that within this milieu, consciousness acts as a 
“stimulus shield”, protecting the organism against a threatening environment. 
Consciousness’s ability to cushion shocks, however, prevents most visual experience from 
entering into memory, reducing the imagination’s capacity for wonder and play. Shock 
experience has only intensified with the emergence of digital technology. Networked screens 
provide access to infinite streams of visual stimulation, from photographs, headlines, and 
messages to advertisements, videos, and angry tweets. Social media platforms organize such 
stimuli into streamlined “news feeds”, scrolled through with ease at the swipe of a finger. 
This abundance of eye-catching fragments of reality constitutes what Guy Debord called 
spectacle. The stimulus shield’s protective vigilance amid the flashes of spectacle contributes 
to a general condition of distraction. Technological development has not, however, produced 
gustatory overstimulation. Taste sensations slip past the stimulus shield, entering 
unperturbed into the psyche of an impressionable organism. Taste retains its revelatory 
power, its intimate, body-pervading experience an antidote to the dazzling deceptions of 
spectacle, and its connection to a real material world firmer than that of the visual.

Craft consumption cannot restructure global supply chains, but craft taste experience 
has the capacity to transform consumers. It is this fact which gives craft consumption its 
social significance. Individuals appraise the outside world using modes of sensory perception 
cultivated through everyday practices. These sensibilities contribute to the infrastructure of 
public reason, just like news media, markets, and government institutions do. In Painting and 
Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy, art historian Michael Baxandall demonstrates how 
viewers’ perceptions of artworks were influenced by contemporary social practices, including 
the gauging of volumes and proportions in commercial settings, conventions of gestural 
expression used in preaching, and habits of allegorical interpretation associated with 
religious knowledge. In The Ethical Soundscape, anthropologist Charles Hirschkind examines 
Egyptian Muslims’ practices of listening to cassette-taped sermons. He observes that 
listening to these sermons throughout the day cultivates a pious relaxation and a “sensitive 
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heart” in the listener, dispositions which help attune one’s soul to God’s ethics and incline 
one’s body toward moral conduct. This everyday listening experience thus works to maintain 
Islamic ethics and social practices amid the secular cacophony of Cairo’s busy streets. In an 
analogous manner, the sensibilities and embodied knowledges cultivated through craft 
consumption — the connoisseur’s sensitive, synesthetic palate; the savoring of bold, 
complex, elemental tastes; technical expertise on the precise, collaborative process of craft 
food production — inform new ways of thinking and being in the world, ones that will shape 
responses to today’s conjuncture of economic, political, and environmental crisis.

One means by which the craft palate has influenced social thinking is through its 
embodied awareness of the agencies of microbial life. Many 20th-century scientific advances 
were predicated on viewing such microorganisms as enemies to be destroyed. Vaccines 
limited the transmission of infectious diseases, while antibiotics eradicated bacteria that 
caused them. Social reformers and public health advocates built sanitary living 
environments, while pasteurization eliminated pathogens that might spoil food. Soon after 
the turn of the century, some began to believe that this war on microbes had gone too far. 
This sense first emerged at the level of the body. The recent increase in digestive disorders 
such as irritable bowel syndrome has gathered attention to the ecosystems of intestinal 
bacteria that regulate digestion. In this context, the potent sour flavors of fermented foods, 
which express the rich microbial milieu from which these foods emerged, are prized. The 
“probiotic” qualities of fermented foods make them a necessary corrective to the hygienic, 
processed products of the industrial food system. This taste for living foods has cultivated 
what DIY fermentation activist Sandor Ellix Katz calls biophilia: an understanding of 
ourselves as coevolutionary beings, existing among a greater web of life. This aesthetics of 
coexistence has informed new developments at the level of institutionalized science. New 
research establishes the importance of bacteria in regulating metabolic and immune 
functions, and it exploits the agencies of microorganisms to remedy the environmental 
destruction wrought by industrial society. Bacteria have been found to decompose pollutants 
in rubber tires, pesticides, plastics, jet fuel, and spilled oil. Collaboration with these lifeforms, 
whose influence can be detected not by the eye but by the cultivated palate, will constitute 
an important response to the coming century of climate catastrophe.
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IV

So far, we have examined the experience of craft consumption as it emerges out of the 
contexts of the production tour and the ingestion of food and drink. From these we have 
developed the dialectic of materiality and fantasy which gives craft consumption its 
extraordinary appeal. What remains is to consider craft consumption in the light of the 
“fetish character” of commodities. The peculiarities and distortions of the commodity form 
give advertising and tourism their power to conjure ersatz social worlds. These worlds are 
shaped by the desires and aspirations of the present, and the intensity of the expression of 
those commodified fantasies gives these dream worlds the power to shape the future to 
come.

The fetish character of commodities originates in the abstraction of labor that emerges 
with capitalist commodity production. In medieval societies, religious faith and feudal 
allegiances legitimized the division of labor between lords, vassals, serfs, and clergy, and 
guilds regulated the production of manufactured goods. In so doing, these social structures 
upheld qualitative distinctions between forms of concrete labor. Weaving was the province of 
the weaver, and blankets, tunics, and scarves were products of his artisan handiwork. Serfs, 
bound by law to the fields they plowed and harvested, cultivated the bounty of crops and 
animals. Knights bearing the lord’s coat of arms protected his demesne, and spiritual 
guidance was administered by holy men in long black gowns. In bourgeois societies, however, 
these qualitative distinctions begin to break down. All laborers share the common position of 
being commodity producers: they make goods that are useful-to-others and exchange them 
on open markets. The division of labor, rather than corresponding to religiously and legally 
sanctioned occupations, arises spontaneously out of the changing variety of social needs. In 
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this society, in which all products of labor can be exchanged without restriction, a system of 
value emerges wherein each particular concrete labor is made equivalent to every other. A 
quantity of coffee is valued not as the labor of coffee farmers and coffee roasters, but at the 
rate at which it can be exchanged for other social use-values. Both classical and Marxist 
economists saw this quantitative “value” as corresponding to the quantity of “general social 
labor” incorporated in the commodity. What later economists angrily denounced as “violent 
abstraction” and “equaling the unequal” is a product not of theory, but of the real character 
of capitalist commodity production. As Karl Korsch writes, “The commodity is a born leveler.”

This abstraction of labor, enabling an economy organized around the exchange of 
equivalents, engenders two seemingly contradictory institutions: the free, self-determining 
liberal individual, who enjoys the political rights of the citizen and equal protection under 
the law; and a class society, composed of a bourgeoisie possessing the means of production 
and a proletariat possessing only their own labor-power. It is the peculiar nature of one 
particular commodity, the labor-power of proletarian workers, that mystifies the apparent 
contradictions between these institutions and allows them to coexist. Under normal 
conditions, the capitalist obtains the labor-power of workers by means of a respectable, 
businesslike bargain: the worker receives the full market value of his labor-power, just as any 
other commodity owner would receive the full equivalent of his wares. At the same time, the 
capitalist can exploit that labor-power in his factories and offices in such a way that the value 
of the commodities produced exceeds the wages paid for labor-time. In this way, the 
capitalist can generate surplus value through the apparent exchange of equivalents, and he 
can cement a superior social position amidst the social values of equality and freedom. The 
bourgeoisie thus replaces feudalism’s open relations of dominance and servitude with a 
system of concealed exploitation. While feudal hierarchies were embroidered with religious 
and political illusions, capitalism dresses the generation of profit and social power in the 
sober, understated costume of freedom of trade.

Against the grayish background of abstract labor, the commodity appears on the market 
with its price tag attached. As it passes from the hands of the worker to the invisible hand of 
the market, its existence as a creation of concrete labor dissipates: it becomes an object 
without identity and without history. To the passer-by, a handbag in a shop window appears 
as an autonomous object marked only by its dollar value; the fact of its fabrication in a 
particular factory by a specific group of workers is obscured. The commodity’s defining 
characteristic, its price tag, does not bear its maker’s handwriting, but rather the inscription 
of the market, which fluctuates in surprising and unpredictable ways. Through these 
inscrutable price movements, the commodity appears to enter autonomously into 
relationships with other things. Acting only according to its own will, subject only to its own 
laws, the commodity eludes the clutching grasp of man. It acquires an independent presence 
alongside and against the existence of humanity, a “ghostly objectivity”. In the language of 
commodities exchange, cotton soars, copper slumps, corn is active, coal is sluggish, wheat is on 
the road to recovery, and crude oil displays a healthy trend. Although the commodity is the 
product of human hands, its existence on the market, severed from its connection to labor, 
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transforms it into an idol. Bathed in gaudy, alluring, sumptuous colors, it disposes over the 
welfare and desires of the people who produce it. The philosopher Theodor Adorno describes 
the fetishized commodity “as a consumer item in which there is no longer anything that is 
supposed to remind us how it came into being. It becomes a magical object, insofar as the 
labor stored up in it comes to seem supernatural and sacred at the very moment when it can 
no longer be recognized as labor.” The ‘fetish-character’ of the commodity thus consists in 
the fact that man’s handiwork assumes a magical quality that influences the thinking and 
behavior of commodity producers.

The commodity fetish shapes illusory conceptions of the past. In the Arcades Project, 
Walter Benjamin draws a parallel between the presentation of commodities on the market 
and that of historical artifacts in museums and photographs. Just as commodities conceal 
their existence as products of concrete labor, acquiring a magical autonomy as a 
consequence, so historical artifacts are presented as autonomous records of the past, without 
any connection to the labor which produced and preserved them. Benjamin argues that in 
capitalist society these apparently autonomous objects are illuminated — not only by the 
ideological transposition of commodity fetishism, but by the sensuous transfiguration of the 
object into a glittering thing. They enter perception as phantasmagorias. The 
phantasmagoria, invented in the 1790s by Etienne-Gaspard Robertson, was a form of horror 
theatre in which frightening images such as skeletons, ghosts, and demons were projected 
from smoke-enveloped projectors. The mysterious presence of these spectral images terrified 
audiences, to the point where a lawsuit compelled Robertson to reveal his techniques. 
Benjamin believed that the phantasmagorical properties of fetish objects — the dazzling 
exterior, the almost supernatural presence — give them an enchanting power. This power 
produces not only desire for consumer objects, but a peculiar consciousness in which 
historical artifacts represent the reality of prior civilizations. Benjamin was concerned with 
the way this fetishism supports triumphalist conceptions of Western Civilization. Such a 
distorted worldview colors history with the material properties of relics, while ignoring the 
slavery and conquest which built and preserved them. It sees the austere majesty of the 
Parthenon, for instance, as a record of the nobility of ancient Greece. The commodified 
nostalgia in craft consumption relies upon a similar fetishistic consciousness. Given the 
pervasiveness of the commodity form, and given our decreasing contact with traditional ways 
of life, we increasingly understand the past through illuminated objects, whose separation 
from their conditions of production allow them to appear as embodiments of the past. These 
commodities — a copper still, a wooden barrel, an iron cage incandescent lamp — conjure 
pictures of history that are vivid and alluring but ultimately exaggerated and deceptive.

The commodity fetish also generates alluring visions of the future. These seductive, 
dreamlike futures are depicted in advertising. As John Berger writes in Ways of Seeing, 
advertising proposes to each of us that we can enrich our lives by buying something more — 
even though we will be poorer for having spent our money. Advertising cannot provide the 
sensuous pleasures of the commodity. It instead offers the spectator-buyer a glamorous 
image of herself in the future, which she can realize if she’ll only buy the goods being 
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advertised. In these new clothes, advertising persuades us, you will become desirable; in 
these well-appointed surroundings your relationships will become happy and radiant. In a De 
Beer’s ad, a woman wearing a diamond engagement ring receives a kiss on her forehead from 
her fiancé, her closed eyes and relaxed smile an expression of the blissful security of her love. 
In a Gucci ad, a man wears a sharply cut dark suit, his crossed legs, upright posture, and 
intense stare suggestive of the virility he possesses and the power he exercises in the world. 
These transformed future selves appear even more radiant when juxtaposed against the 
precariousness of present-day wage labor. Dreams of a successful future compensate for the 
drudgery and anxiety of the hustle. Masking the contradiction in liberal capitalist society 
between the pursuit of happiness given as a right and the enjoyment of status by a few, 
advertising takes the feeling of social envy and dissolves it into recurrent daydreams. In a 
society dominated by advertising, consumption becomes more than a means of enjoyment in 
the present; it becomes a quest to realize a more desirable version of oneself in the future. In 
turn, visions of the future become constrained by the choice of commodities on the market, 
and by the milieus in which advertising inserts them.

The commodity fetish thus lends vivid realism to the social world of craft production. 
Craft commodities, from the food and drink for sale to the machines that manufacture them, 
are only mere objects. They are embodiments, despite producers’ attention to ethical 
sourcing and sustainability, of a capitalist system of production. But as commodities, and 
ones situated in advertising narratives and touristic experiences, they have the capacity to 
conjure alternative social worlds. The material properties of craft commodities — the oaky 
sourness of a glass of craft beer, and the unfinished roughness of the reclaimed wood table it 
rests on — draw the consumer into a rustic, analog, intimate past. They support a nostalgic 
narrative of historical decline: of a fall from a Garden of Eden of artisan craftwork and 
connection to the land. At the same time, craft consumption suggests the possibility of a 
better future — not so much of a beautiful, enviable self, but of a reformed sustainable 
consumer society. The trace of the concrete material in craft taste and touristic experience 
attests to the viability of such a future. Sophisticated connoisseurship defines the contours of 
such a world and keeps quality standards high. This world of craft consumption is an escapist 
fantasy on the one hand, a niche in which downwardly mobile college graduates can 
vicariously experience a lost world of honest artisan labor. On the other hand, the commodity 
fetish makes craft consumption feel like a political intervention in the world, a participation 
in a wave shaping the future. As neoliberal society, with its high cost of living and its 
relentless commercialization of everything, constrains organic culture building, the 
consumption choices it offers invoke lucid dreams of lost pasts and green urban futures.

Despite its apparent realism, craft consumption ultimately expresses utopian 
sentiments and visions. The world of craft consumption is what Benjamin called a wish 
image: an image in the collective consciousness in which the new is permeated with the old. 
In wish images, the collective seeks to overcome and transform the inadequacies in the social 
organization of production. At the same time, wish images constitute an effort to distance 
oneself from the recent past. The imagination, responding to impetus from the new, is 
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deflected to the more distant past. The future thus appears wedded to elements of “primal 
history”. Every current of fashion or worldview derives its force from what has been 
forgotten. For Benjamin, the experiences of the distant past, as stored in the collective 
unconscious, engender, through interpenetration with the new, a utopia. Because utopian 
thinking influences more mundane, concrete politics, craft consumption is to some degree an 
omen of the coming social democratic future.  Indeed, it has already done much to reshape 
urban life, particularly in mid-sized cities lacking investment from finance and tech. An 
important question is whether this fantasy — of ethically informed smallholder capitalism 
regulated by consumer taste — is a dream that people need to wake up from in order to 
confront the challenges of the twenty-first century. On the one hand, craft consumption 
constitutes the revival of a certain kind of sensuality, and of the experience of nature as a 
living, dynamic ecosystem on which we are dependent. On the other hand, serious responses 
to climate change might require significant reductions in consumption, and thus a 
transformation from a liberal consumer society to a more collectivist one. Perhaps we must 
disturb ourselves from our slumber and awaken from the dream of ethical consumption.
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