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37.1 Introduction

Despite their relative structural advantages and social closure mechanisms—e.g., restricted
access to cultural and economic capital; preferential intermarriage—the reproduction of the
‘professional-managerial class’ (PMC) has become disrupted and precarious (Ehrenreich &
Ehrenreich, 1976, 2013). Since the 1980s, the PMC’s distinctive claims to professional
autonomy and prestige have weakened as their occupations (e.g., accountants, engineers,
doctors, journalists, cultural workers, academics) have become increasingly subject to
managerialism, commercialization, and automation. Post-industrialization, globalization,
neo-liberalization, financialization, digitalization, and celebritization (e.g., Driessens, 2013;
Lapavitsas, 2013; Piketty, 2014) have reshaped the means of value creation and wealth
accumulation, deepening the divide between the PMC and new cadres of high-net-worth
individuals. And, as new elites race ahead in terms of income and education (Fischer &
Mattson, 2009; Piketty, 2014), the new middle classes of emerging economies compete for

some of the same forms of digitized and offshored professional work (Ehrenreich &
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Ehrenreich, 2013). Such large-scale processes have unsettled the positionality of the upper
middle class vis-a-vis other groups (locally and globally) and disrupted the context within
which they experience their class position and common culture (Andreotti et al., 2014; Koo,

2016).

This chapter examines how notions of civility operate in relation to the contemporary,
Western PMC, in response to the challenges outlined above. Modes of self-restraint and
propriety, and distinctive rules of etiquette have historically characterised middle-class
consumer culture. Notions of civility and respectability feature in the dynamics of inter-class
differentiation: a moral code through which objects, practices, attitudes, and people are
divided good from bad, legitimate from illegitimate (Elias 1983; Bourdieu, 1984; Veblen,
1994; see Tangsantikul, and Eduful, this volume). Yet, formal codes of decorum seemingly sit
awkwardly alongside observations as to the ‘informalization’ (Wouters, 2007) of
contemporary society, and the fluidity and flexibility of consumer culture and identities.
Moreover, research across a broad swathe of Western countries finds that members of the
affluent, educated, urban, upper middle class are most likely to be omnivorously diverse in
their tastes, eclectic in their pursuits, and ethically cosmopolitan in their values (Carfagna et
al., 2014; Karademir Hazir & Warde, 2015). What becomes of the moral discourse of
respectability and restraint when conservative snobbism is considered bad taste, and strict
codes of manners appear passé? Drawing from a previously published analysis of how the
media frame some elite consumption as uncivilized (Smith Maguire, 2019), | suggest that the
moral discourse of civility has in part been turned outwards as a defensive response,

directed against the PMC'’s nouveau riche challengers.



Thorstein Veblen and (especially) Pierre Bourdieu are the dominant lodestars for exploring
matters of class, consumption, taste, and stratification. In contrast, this chapter turns to
Norbert Elias. Elias is an underutilized resource in the sociology of consumption: an odd
omission, given his attention to luxury and prestige consumption as mechanisms of social
stratification (1983). Indeed, Elias is something of a hinge between Veblen and Bourdieu:
Elias credits Veblen as the first to deal with ‘status-oriented consumption as a sociological
problem’ and draws on Veblen’s concept of conspicuous consumption (Elias, 1983, p. 38, 63,
passim); in turn, Elias’s work informs Bourdieu’s conceptualization of taste and social

distinction (e.g., Bourdieu, 1984, p. 227, 492).

Two broad, interrelated themes run through Elias’s work (e.g., 1978, 1982, 1983, 1998; Elias
& Scotson, 1994): the ways in which the development of human interdependencies—
including societal figurations such as ‘class’—are intertwined with the gradual development
of forms of self-restraint (what he termed ‘the civilizing process’), and the ways in which the
emergent forms of ‘civilized’ behaviour (as practices and discourse) are deployed in prestige
claims and social differentiation between established and outsider groups. Informed by Elias,
the chapter explores these dynamics in relation to how nouveau riche consumption is

represented to the Western PMC.

37.2 Conceptual Lens

The ‘wide-angle’ conceptual lens for the chapter is the sociological account of the
relationship between class and consumption, with the concept of civility serving as a ‘zoom’
lens to focus in on the relationship between the middle class and consumption. (This zoom

lens also comes into play with the research design, as discussed below.)



The relationship between class and consumption is well-trodden ground for the sociology of
consumption. Class is a relational concept, both with regard to interrelations between
groups structurally differentiated through their relation to the means and organization of
production, and with regard to the interrelations within groups coherently bound by
regularities of behaviour, and commonalities of conduct, beliefs, habits, and networks
(Thompson, 1978). In both of these respects, consumption is a primary domain and resource
for the performance (and contestation) of boundaries between class groups, and for the

enactment and reproduction of a shared class culture.

Veblen, for example, examines the regularities of behaviour in late 19™ century America, as
the upwardly mobile (upper) middle class gentlemen and ‘ladies of the house’ engaged in
various forms of ‘conspicuous’ consumption and leisure in order to distance themselves
from their (lower) class origins, and close the reputability gap with the established leisure
class (1994, p. 47-48, 50-51, passim). We might also think of Bourdieu’s analysis of the
shared ‘refusal of pretension, of excess’ in mid 20™ century France, as the new petite
bourgeoisie attempted to distance itself from the ‘bad taste’ of both the grand bourgeoisie
(from whose ranks some had slipped) and the old petite bourgeoisie to whom they were
now uncomfortably close in the economic order of things (1984, p. 300, 298-301). As a
wealth of research has since explored, consumption is central to the reproduction of class,
including as it intersects (for example) with ethnicity (e.g., Lamont & Molnar, 2001) and

societal context (e.g., Ustiiner & Holt, 2010).



A predominant focus of such scholarship has been middle-class consumption practices and
attitudes, which have long been associated with notions of respectability and refinement
(e.g., Archer & Blau, 1993; Heiman et al., 2012; Mosse, 1985; Skeggs, 1997). On the one
hand, Western middle-class respectability is constructed in opposition to ‘profligate’ and
‘morally suspect’ working-class and upper-class behaviours (see multiple chapters in Heiman
et al., 2012). On the other hand, middle-class concerns with respectability are linked to
excessive status-oriented consumption in a race to ‘keep up with the Joneses’ (e.g., Frank,
2007; Koo, 2016). The reproduction of class relations involves codes and rules prescribing
respectable behaviour, as well as the behaviour resulting from people internalizing and
negotiating those codes. Veblen, for example, writes of the importance of ‘manners and
breeding, polite usage, decorum, and formal and ceremonial observances’ for the aspiring
leisure class (1994, p. 29). Such attributes were not merely evidence of common codes of
behaviour, but were in themselves constitutive of a common, upper-middle-class way of
being and behaving. They served as ‘prima facie evidence’ of a respectable upbringing
because they could not simply be bought (1994, p. 31). Thus, ‘Manners maketh man’ (1994,

p. 31) and in the process, maketh the class boundaries.

Elias’s distinctive contribution to these concerns is to place respectability within the very
long-term development of civilized codes of conduct, associated with foresight and deferred
gratification, elaborated forms of manners and etiquette, values of politeness and prudence,
and affective self-control (e.g., 1978, 1982, 1983, 1998; Elias & Scotson, 1994). Elias traces
the development of these codes from the Middle Ages, first within the European upper

classes and then spreading from the 19t century onwards ‘across the rising lower classes of



Western society and over the different classes in the colonies’ (Elias, 1982, p. 309; cf. Jory,
2015).
It is a prestige instrument, but it is also—in a certain phase—an instrument of power.
It is not a little characteristic of the structure of Western society that the watchword
of its colonizing movement is ‘civilization.” (Elias, 1982, p. 313)
Over time, established groups (those with greater capacity to claim group status and ascribe
inferior positions to ‘outsiders’) have repeatedly colonized outsiders via these codes of
conduct (imposed by the established; emulated by the outsiders), and then, finding their
position of dominance subject to unwanted challenges, have sought to consolidate barriers
between groups through more elaborated codes of conduct, legitimating dominance
through the badge of civility and naturalizing others’ oppression through the epithet of
vulgarity. These patterns of assimilation and differentiation—repeated across the long

history of modernity—attest to the enduring salience of moral codes of conduct.

Elias’s very long-term orientation is useful for counteracting the presentism (Inglis, 2104) of
much sociology, directed at consumption or otherwise. Instead, it highlights the recurrent
dynamics that underpin historically and culturally specific, local instances. The phenomenon
of established/outsider relations, and the watchword of civility therein, thus transcend such
specificities as the late 17t" century’s courtly society (Elias, 1983), the 19™ and 20" century
colonial dynamics of sporting struggles between the Irish and British (Liston & Maguire,
2021), the role of everyday gossip in the power dynamics of a 20t century British working
class community (Elias & Scotson, 1994), or the Western defensive response to 21 century

Chinese fine wine buyers (Smith Maguire & Lim, 2015).



37.3 Research Design

Drawing from Elias and the conceptualization of class and consumption, we would thus
expect to see that challenges to the PMC position of dominance would beget a moral
discourse of civility directed at consumption, in order to assert and defend class boundaries.

Translating this scenario into a research design involved three main steps.

First: the notion of ‘nouveau riche’ (NR?) was used as a proxy for the forces disrupting the
PMC class position (post-industrialization, globalization, neo-liberalization, and so forth). As
a social category as both noun and adjective, NR embodies many of these tensions: e.g.,
new concentrations of wealth created through the financialization of capitalism and digital
technology, decoupled from the established, Western status order via globalization, and
already associated in the popular imagination with vulgarity and a lack of restraint. Thus, NR

was an empirical entry point for examining the PMC class position.

Second: media representations of NR consumption, aimed at PMC audiences, were used as
the data source for tracking the discourse of civility. The focus was on discourse, not
practices, behaviours, or direct social interaction between NR and PMC consumers (i.e., this
was not research about actual NR consumption behaviours, or lived PMC experiences of
class or responses to NR consumption). As per Elias’s analysis of advice manuals and manner
guides (e.g., 1982), these media representations are understood as significant mechanisms

of class reproduction, implicated in the codification and circulation of middle-class norms,

2 NR will be used interchangeably hereafter for nouveau riche (the noun and adjective) and
for ‘the nouveaux riches’ as a quasi class grouping.



values and lifestyles (see also, e.g., Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Kendall, 2011; Wood &

Skeggs, 2011, and Purhonen, this volume).

Taking points one and two together, the media sample was collected using the Nexis
database, with the search term of ‘nouveau riche’ or ‘new rich’ appearing anywhere in items
within a five-year span (July 2012-2017). The search was initially limited to The Daily
Telegraph (DT), The Times London (ThT), The Independent (Ind), New York Times (NYT), and
Financial Times (FT), for which audience statistics indicated a high proportion of
professional-managerial readers.? For example, middle class (higher, intermediate and junior
professional/managerial/administrative: ABC1) readers made up 77% of the 2017 print and
online audience for Ind, 79% for DT and 84% for ThT. Moreover—as per the research focus—
the titles attract a predominantly professional middle class readership. Higher and
intermediate professional/managerial/administrative (AB) readers make up 56% and 63%
respectively of the (print) audiences of DT and ThT; similarly, NYT readers’ median
household income is $189,000 (roughly £144,000) and FT readers (18% of whom are
millionaires) have a mean annual income of £206,000. A preliminary analysis of DT, Ind, FT,
NYT and ThT revealed a preponderance of articles about the Chinese NR; as such, China
Daily (CD) and Associated Press (AP) were added to ensure international readership. The
search of the seven sources yielded a total of 508 hits; these were hand-sorted to remove

duplicates, and to include only those items with explicit mention of the contemporary NR

3 Readership statistic sources: National Readership Survey October 2016-September 2017
readership data (www.nrs.co.uk); newsworks (www.newsworks.org.uk); New York Times
media kit (nytmediakit.com/newspaper); Financial Times media kit
(www.fttoolkit.co.uk/d/audience/consumer.php ). NRS audience categories relating to the
middle class: higher (A), intermediate (B), and junior (C1) managerial, administrative and
professional occupations.



http://www.nrs.co.uk/downloads/pdf/newspapers_201709.pdf)
http://nytmediakit.com/newspaper)
https://www.fttoolkit.co.uk/d/audience/consumer.php

(individuals and/or generic references to the new rich as a group). The final sample

consisted of 157 media items.

Third: a thematic analysis (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006) began with familiarization with
the content of the data set, through a deductive coding of each media item as to who was
being discussed as NR, and what they were doing. Next, the conceptual ‘zoom’ lens of
civility was used to structure the analysis. Representations were deductively coded for two
‘frames’ (vulgarity; civility), within which inductive coding identified recurrent themes and
tropes:
e Vulgarity (lacking decorum, refinement, self-control and otherwise morally or
aesthetically illegitimate vis-a-vis conventions of the Western bourgeois cultural canon);
e Civility (demonstrating refinement, restraint, foresight, and otherwise discernment and
performances in line with the established cultural canon).
Frames refer to durable category labels, narrative structures, and repertoires of expression
that organize experiences and perceptions, selectively prioritizing information such that
some understandings, behaviours and judgements come to seem right and taken-for-
granted (e.g., Goffman, 1986; Humphreys & LaTour, 2013). Thus, patterns of and within
framings provide insight as to a PMC cultural imaginary of the NR, and of their own class

position.

Below, | outline key findings with regard to the perdurance of civility as the lynchpin of

middle-class reproduction, through which established/outsider relations are reproduced.



37.4 Key Findings

Coding captured the nationality of the NR in each media item, revealing a distorted focus on
region of origin. Chinese NR were the most mentioned group, present in 33 percent of the
sample (as a point of comparison: the next most prominent single group, Russian NR, was
present in only 5 percent of the sample). More generally, 51 percent of the sample referred
to NR from Asia, and 14 percent to Western NR (pooling all mentions of United States and
Western European countries). In contrast, the actual global distribution of billionaires in the
same time period* was the converse: 25 percent from Asia; 41 percent from the US and
Western Europe (and 4 percent from Russia). This discrepancy suggests that NR
representations chart not the uneven distribution of actual wealth, but the uneven focus of
Western PMC anxieties about their place in the world, and how that intersects with

nationality and race/ethnicity.

Coding also captured NR objects and activities: 23 percent of the sample mentioned
‘legitimate culture’ in the form of art, music, wine, and food. Also frequently mentioned
were transport, such as prestige cars, jets, yachts (15 percent); personal services, such as
nannies, butlers, bespoke personal financial and wealth management services (12 percent);
residential properties, as investments and aesthetic statements (10 percent); elite locations
and events (8 percent). Additionally, various accoutrements recurred across the descriptions
of NR subjects, including watches, well-toned bodies, philanthropic activities, prestige pets,

and well-spoken English as a second language (cf. Curran & Chesnut, this volume). In this

41n 2016, inheritance was the sole basis of wealth for only 13% percent of global billionaires;
hence, billionaire global distribution is a reasonable proxy for NR distribution (Wealth-X,
2017a).
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regard, the media representations aligned with the consumption patterns identified in
marketing and sociological research on (predominantly Western) ultra-high net worth
individuals (e.g., Hay & Beaverstock, 2106; Wealth-X 2017b). These objects and activities
were consistently framed through a moral discourse of civility, that cut in two (affirmative,

derogatory) directions.

On the one hand, the primacy of civility was evident in the (less frequent) positive framings
of NR consumption, evident in 27 percent of the sample. NR tastes and practices were
positioned as legitimate—or becoming legitimate—when they closely aligned with the
established repertoire of Western bourgeois ‘good taste’. The dominant narrative trope
within the ‘civility’ frame was the ‘new aesthete’ who seizes the opportunities afforded by
new wealth to appropriately emulate the habitus of the Western PMC. This was often
carried out within established cultural fields such as art collecting, but extended to quotidian
matters of dress and appearance. For example, a young Chinese ‘tech entrepreneur’ whose
‘rectangular black glasses, slim build, and red sweater seem inspired by the hipsters of
Silicon Valley’ was cited as an exemplar of the

new entrepreneurial class amassing great wealth at a younger age... These risk-takers

are sophisticated, often Western-educated, and comfortable working with foreign

banks at home and dabbling in investments abroad. (CD 18 Apr 2016)
The new aesthetes become indistinguishable from the established group, affirming the

legitimacy of the PMC as the template for others.

Positive framings of NR consumption also hinged on explicit evidence of self-restraint. For

example, an article challenges the stereotype that ‘new money just wants bling and logos’:
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First they go for the shiny, brash stuff. Then they progress to the more discreet
emblems of consumption. Finally they graduate to bespoke. The Chinese have
achieved maturity at break-neck speed. That doesn't mean there aren't molls with
surgically rounded eyes and pumped-up lips wearing Cavalli - but not nearly as many
as there were in Russia in the early oligarch years. (DT 25 Jul 2012)
In complimenting the (few, ‘mature’) NR new aesthetes for their newly acquired preference
for discretion and bespoke craftsmanship, the PMC reader is likewise complimented: their

taken-for-granted inclination for legitimate, discerning consumption is being emulated.

On the other hand, NR conspicuous consumption was more commonly framed as vulgar,
which was unsurprising as ‘nouveau riche’ is typically a pejorative (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 249,
275, passim). Vulgarity (found in 75 percent of the sample) encompassed themes of populist
consumption (e.g., slavish purchase of high-status brands), functional consumption (e.g.,
pursuit of the instrumental end of showing off), and failed discerning consumption (e.g.,
inappropriate behaviour in the context of established elite culture). Hence, positional
signifiers of status (e.g., art, wine, yachts, watches) were framed as crass displays of wealth,
thereby converting them into positional signifiers of outsider status, and negating the

conversion of NR economic capital into social honour.

The dominant narrative trope was the nouveau riche ‘vulgarian, spoiled by new money and
despoiling the established cultural fields into which they stumble, as in the following
description of elite art auctions in China:

The culture of bidding is still novel, newly wealthy buyers are inexperienced, and the

auction houses themselves are figuring things out as they go along. ...At auctions

12



here, despite the presence of well-trained, white-gloved attendants, casually dressed
buyers munch on snacks from paper bags and chat on cellphones, creating a low-
level din throughout the bidding. Purchasers of expensive paintings have been
known to roll up their canvas, tuck it under an arm and stroll out into the night air.
(NYT 16 Dec 2013)
The author contrasts this scene with its Western counterpart: auctions are ‘discreet, air-
kissing affairs’ and buyers are ‘veteran, elegantly dressed collectors who know one another’
and conduct their bids with subtle gestures and hushed tones. The account frames NR
performances as illegitimate, and by implication, the NR themselves as well. Thus, within the
vulgarity frame, civility’s primacy was established via its conspicuous absence: e.g., wine
buyers who ‘don’t really give a damn about what’s inside the bottle’ were characterised as
‘splashing out or speculating’ (DT 19 Nov 2012); art buyers were drawn to the ‘obvious
images by blue chip artists’ (NYT 4 Nov 2012) or to achieving an instrumental aim to
‘telegraph their wealth and taste’ (NYT 3 May 2013) rather than appreciating art for its own

sake.

The representations thus reassure the audience that the NR may know what to consume
(and have the means to do so), but lack the knack of knowing how to behave. Both frames
for NR consumption reproduce the primacy of Western PMC (and more broadly, bourgeois)
codes of civility as an established, prestige form of cultural capital. As importantly, the
representations assert the primacy of cultural capital over and above economic capital in
constructing a world view of legitimate social stratification. Were the relationship of terms
reversed (if economic capital trumped cultural capital), the PMC would have to confront that

the established/outsider relationship would flip as well. Explicit acknowledgements of this
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situation occasionally surfaced. For example, a financial journalist noted that the British ‘are
making the luxury items that most of us can't afford’ (/nd 10 July 2013) and wondered: ‘How
will European attitudes to wealth shift when we realise that we are, in relative terms at

least, not as rich as we used to be?’ (/Ind 11 Jun 2014).

More generally, however, such sentiments (and the anxious world view they imply) were
implicit within the representations. In 39 percent of the sample, for example, language
conveyed a fear of lack of self-control or propriety. The new rich (all Chinese in the following
examples) were described as ‘hungrily acquisitive...ambitious and rapacious’ and
‘unscrupulous’, with ‘voracious appetites’; their tastes are ‘garish and excessive’ and
‘extravagant’, and their cities are ‘gaudy and ludicrous’ (respectively, FT 12 Nov 2015; CD 1
Sep 2014; NYT 24 Apr 2013; NYT 15 Oct 2013; CD 9 Mar 2015; FT 29 Nov 2013). Similarly,
reference was made to the ‘swelling’ NR ranks (CD 3 Jan 2013; CD 18 Apr 2014; CD 1 Jun
2016; NYT 30 Dec 2015, NYT 10 July 2016) and the “flooding’ of markets with NR money and
demands (FT 12 Nov 2015; FT 19 May 2017). Other references were made to the number of
billionaires ‘made’ per week, implying exponential growth and an out-of-control system of
value creation. Financialized capitalism and its multiplier effect for ill-gotten gains from
illegitimate means (e.g., bribes, nepotism) were presented as a threat to the established
upper-middle-class order, insidiously facilitating a rising tide of undeserving newcomers. This
language recalls late 19t" and early 20t century established group anxieties about public
order (in Britain, related especially to class; in the US, to ethnicity and immigration), directed
at the ‘horny handed’, ‘the great unwashed’ and the fecundity of foreigners (e.g. Ewen &

Ewen, 2006; Pearson, 1983). In this way, tales of NR consumption provide anchors for a

14



range of established group anxieties associated with transformations in capitalism and

shifting global hierarchies.

37.5 Reflections and Future Steps

Running through the media sample is a moral discourse of civility, affirming the legitimacy of
the PMC class position even as the ground quakes beneath their feet. Elite goods, services,
and experiences are readily accessible for those with economic capital (assured for the NR;
less so for the PMC reader), but the acquisition of manners remains an arduous task. Hence,
a demand for decorum by the ‘other’ can be understood as a defensive response on the part
of the established group. In directing the discourse of civility outwards at the NR, the PMC'’s
own mastery of decorum is implied without actually having to be evidenced; whether or not

the PMC reader appreciates art for art’s sake (for example) is safely bracketed off.

Ascriptions of NR vulgarity and (conditional, aspirational) civility construct a framework of
‘civilized stratification’ that places different groups in relative positions of worth, while
simultaneously naturalizing and legitimating the hierarchization so it does not jar against
liberal values, omnivorous tastes, and cosmopolitan tolerance. For example, in the sample of
mid-2010 media representations, the horny handed—now with golden iPhones (FT 5 May
2015) and driving diamond-encrusted cars (/Ind 9 Jan 2014)—remain nonetheless vulgar. The
PMC is positioned as a passive witness, merely expressing their sense of good taste (rather
than consciously operating as an agent of stigmatization). The watchword of ‘civility’ thus
remains an instrument of power (Elias, 1982, p. 313), used to police shifting class boundaries
and maintain group social distance, as well as to establish a legitimate preserve for

snobbishness, if not also crude racism and colonial condescension.
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Ongoing change in global political-economic hierarchies suggests this will remain a fertile
research topic, as established/outsider relations continue to be reconfigured within and
across societies through the medium of manners (e.g., see Tangsantikul, and Eduful, this
volume). Future research might build on the patterns identified, and address some of the
limitations of the above research design. Firstly, focusing on representations in isolation
from their production and reception assumes that recurrent patterns in media frames are
constitutive and indicative of class identities. Yet, media representations are actively
decoded (if not disputed or ignored) by readers (Hall, 1980), and thus it is possible that
audience reception may go against the hegemonic grain (akin to my analysis offered herein).
Secondly, in taking the representations as indicative of a PMC cultural imaginary about the
NR and their own class position, the design treats the representations’ producers (journalists
and editors) as proxies for the larger PMC. This ignores differences within their ranks vis-a-
vis their professional orientation (e.g., art critics, fashion reporters, financial journalists),
class identities, stocks of cultural capital, and so on. Thirdly, media representations are not
self-generating; they are outcomes of journalists and editors, occupational and genre
conventions, and the market position and political alighnment of the specific media outlets
(e.g., DT and ThT readers tend to vote ‘right’, whereas Ind vote ‘left’, and FT are split;
Roberts, 2017). These three limitations invite further, interpretivist research to examine, for
example, how members of the PMC produce and decode such representations, and their
attitudes more generally to NR groups and consumption. Finally, in focusing on patterns
shared across the seven media titles, | have ignored the distinct historical and contemporary
contexts that shape national class identities (especially British and American). Nevertheless,

the commonalities identified—spanning readerships and globally disparate NR objects—
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suggest the anxious outlines of a global upper-middle-class group identity (Andreotti et al.,
2014; Koo, 2016), which warrant further attention and cross-cultural investigation,
potentially aided by new computational methods (e.g., Voyer et al., 2022) that can manage

much larger data sets.
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