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Shopping has become the most predominant pursuit of the urban societies of the postmodern 

world. Sophie Kinsella’s novel ‘The confessions of a shopaholic’ renders a fine panorama of 

women’s association with consumption and shopping. In the present century,   there is a vast 

accumulation of capitalist commodity leading to consumer culture. This consumer society 

becomes essentially cultural as social life becomes intensely disturbed and ends up in a disrupted 

social structure. The concept of femininity changes drastically as a result of the impact of 

consumer culture on women and this novel explores the processes of cultural change and the 

beauty myths as evident  in the post modern world.  

     Ms Rebecca Bloomwood, a financial journalist for Sucessful Savings magazine is introduced 

to the readers through the letters from the Endwich bank,London . Her compulsive shopping 

habit begets series of letters from the creditors and her struggle to overcome her ‘succumbing to 

the western drag of materialism-which you have to have the strength of the elephants to resist.. 

(P 41 ) forms the plot of the story. The novel’s other title ‘The secret dreamworld of a shopaholic 

‘ hints at the reason for her obsession with shopping thus: 

 It’s based on a story I once read inThe Daily World about a mix-up at a bank. I 

loved this story so much, I cut it out and stuck it onto my wardrobe door. Two 

credit card bills were sent to the wrong people, and—get this—each person paid 

the wrong bill without realizing. They paid off each other’s bills without even 

checking them. And ever since I read that story, my secret fantasy has been that the 
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same thing will happen to me. I mean, I know it sounds unlikely—but if it 

happened once, it can happen again, can’t it?( p 3) 

The earlier letters reveal how banks lure the customers into buying credit cards as Rebecca 

posessess several cards  with the enticing words, ‘Customer of your caliber deserves free 

extended overdrafting facility’ ,with the slogans ‘ Because we Care’ and discounts , credit points 

–all these take her into the dream world of shopping. At the initial stages of her debt she 

convinces herself - OK. DON’T PANIC. Don’tpanic. It’s only a VISA bill. It’s a piece of paper; 

a few numbers. I mean, just how scary can a few num-bers be? (P 5 ) 

     Becky’s’  credit bills were like a mini shopping mall-Suit in the Jigsaw, dinner with Suze, red 

and yellow rug(everyone admired) contact lens, hypoallergenic eyeliners, Body Shop (that skin 

brusher thing which Imustuse) Next (fairly boring white shirt—but it was in the sale), Millets (it 

was for Michael’s leaving present) Our Price(Our Price? Oh yes. The new Charlatans   album. 

Well, I had to have that, didn’t I?),chocolates, new lipstick, orange chiffany shirt, a pair of white 

cotton trousers, espadrillis, wooden necklace and the list goes endless with justifications. The 

novel clearly displays  the  frenzy of commodity fetishism  , the narcissism of contemporary 

postmodern culture. 

   Becky explains that ‘ there is a thrill about walking into the shop, any shop-which you can’t 

beat. Its partly anticipation, partly the buzzy, welcoming atmosphere, partly just the lovely 

newness of everything. (P 52 )As  Jenny Motchar  remarks in his article on  commodification of 

the body 

      Consumption in this sense becomes more than just consuming goods for its    function or use-

value, because attached to the goods is the cultural-value or sign-value. The consumer, then, 

has the power to construct the identity she wants to assume utilizing the wide range of 

commodities that are loaded with this sign-value.(P 3 ) 

As body is commodified, it demands high exchange value and the value is increased by the high 

lifestyles which accomadates them in a better position in a social hierarchy. As Rebecca 
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expresses, ’When I see the shops, suddenly my steps have more spring in them: my energy has 

miraculously returned’ (p 65). 

      Jean Baudrillard’s   insights on consumer culture in his book The Consumer Society: Myths 

and Structures are highly rewarding for this study. He analyses consumer culture based on 

structuralism with a slight inclination on Marxism.He comments that what we consume are signs 

(messages, images) rather than commodities. This means that consumers need to be able to `read' 

the system of consumption in order to know what to consume.  

         Commodities are no longer defined by their use, but rather by what they signify. 

And what they signify is defined not by what they do, but by their relationship to 

the entire system of commodities and signs. There is an infinite range of 

difference available in this system and people therefore are never able to satisfy 

their need for commodities, for difference. (p 8) 

George Ritzer in his Introduction to  Baudrillard’s book asserts that   Baudrillard's view helps 

account for ‘the seeming insatiability and continual dissatisfaction of  the consumers’.(p 8.) 

Rebecca sees the board   SALE at Denny and George(Elite brand )on her way to a press 

conference and sits there dreaming  and scheming of how to buy it. She borrows money from 

Luke Brandon to buy the greyblue scarf’so desperately   because the shop assistant said ‘If I 

were you I’ll grab. There is only one left’. (p 11) Baudrillard calls it as Simulated relationships 

between the sales person and the customer  which seemingly provides a pseudo sense of 

intimacy. But Rebecca ends up buying the scarf before which she feverishly expresses 

There is no question. I have to have this scarf. I   have to have it. It makes my 

haircut look more expensive, it makes me look like a different person. I’ll be able 

to wear it with everything. People will refer to me as the girl in the Denny and 

George scarf. (P 11) 

 Sociologically it was assumed that the possession of commodity would provide consumers with 

social distinction Advertisements and media associate products with the images of romance, 
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beauty myths, class and exotica that effaces the border line between illusion and reality. To 

Baudrillard,  

consumption is not merely a frenzy of buying a  profusion of commodities, a function 

of enjoyment, an individual function, liberating of needs, fulfilling of the self, 

affluence, or the consumption of objects… ; a social function; a structural organization; 

a collective phenomenon; the production of differences; `a generalization of the 

combinatorial processes of fashion`; isolating and individualizing; an unconscious 

constraint on people, both from the sign system and from the socio-economic-political 

system; and a social logic. ( P 15) 

The whole irony of the story lies in the fact that Rebecca is a financial Journalist in the Sucessful 

Savings magazine. But the culture of commodities she has adopted makes her insane in her 

shopping spree. As she puts it ,’ That moment that instant when your fingers curl around the 

handles of a shiny uncreased bag…(p )When Rebecca looks at people , she itemizes all they have 

draped and assigns brand tags  and price tags to them. When the whooping bills reaches her, she 

desperately tries to convince herself, ‘What is this amount in grand scheme of things….Ofcourse, 

what is important for her is to be identified as ‘ a girl in the Grey cardigan’ . 

 Pragmatically she receives threatening letters of action from the creditors and hence she decides 

to somehow curb the obsession by buying the book on Controlling your cash by David E. 

Burton. Inorder to keep track of her expenses, she buys Silver notebook and branded pen. She 

handles the creditors with lame excuses, ‘I have broken my leg’ , ‘I have grandular fever’, by 

postdated cheques, cheques without signature  to avoid them. In a miserable situation, she buys 

lottery tickets fantasizing that it will fetch her the boon to  redeem her from debts. 

     We are also introduced to her mother who has craze for collecting utensils of various hues, 

patterns and materials. She buys several candle sticks, toast racks, pottery jugs, embroidered 

samplers and thimbles, glass animals etc. When Rebecca visits her mother, she takes up that 

opportunity to add one more to her collection. She   buys  a wooden bowl because it was a piece 

of Elle decoration’ though she has no need for it. She pats herself for choosing that as it has 
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hinted her as a woman of rich taste. . Slater explains that consumption in a consumer culture is 

an insatiable consumption for commodities that bespeak of the social position and identity of the 

consumer in their exercise of power. We become what we consume because in consuming we 

also says who we are, our taste, values and social membership (p. 4). But this gesture has put her 

on a high risk being added to her already piled up bills from the bank. 

      Becky is provided with two choices by David in the book as Cut back or MMM(Make 

more Money).She tries the first option to end up as a miserable failure. Urban 

neighbourhood appreciates her taste and she understands that urban consumer culture 

evaluates people based on their images. There is always a feeling of exclusivity when she 

drapes branded clothes and expects people to fix her social position and identity based on 

them. Though it is fake, it does the tricks.  

      When Luke’s mother appreciates her scarf, she feels elated. But there is no genuine self, 

but a self which keeps oscillating or reversing according to the tastes of the consumer 

society. As Rebecca relies on Suze’s reaction to her choice of dresses  thereby trying to 

establish social bonding and distinctions.Surprisingly One finds that Rebecca never use her 

fashionable lifestyle to seduce men. Mike Featherstone in Consumer Culture and 

Postmodern Identity debates thus: 

There is the question of the emotional pleasures of consumption, the dreams 

and desires which become celebrated in consumer cultural imagery and 

particular sites of consumption which variously generate direct bodily 

excitement and aesthetic pleasures. There is the more strictly sociological 

view, that the satisfaction derived from goods relates to their socially 

structured access in a zero-sum game in which satisfaction and status depend 

upon displaying and sustaining differences within conditions of inflation.(P 42) 

     The psychological theraupetic effect   produced by the commodities which are seemingly 

good also has adverse effects. Rebecca feels utterly depressed when she finds that Elly, her 

friend has resigned as financial journalist and joined elsewhere as fund manager. Elly looked 
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luxurious which made an ill effect on the psyche of Rebecca who felt displaced. she decides to 

quit the job and take a place in Ally Smith as now she decides to take the other option –MMM 

(Make More Money).Yet again her obsession for dresses make her to hide the zebra print Jean 

from the customer which results in her termination from the job.  

      The threatening heap of letters, calls and visits make her to flee and hide herself in her 

parent’s home. All these years, Rebecca tried to survive as a financial journalist by flaunting the 

magazine Financial Times but with no genuine knowledge about the financial scenario. This 

callous behavior ends in her old neighbour’s acting on her wrong advice and facing a miserable 

financial situation. Seeing the old couple’s sufferings and her own distress, Rebecca tries to  

redress the situations. 

     Becky makes a scathing attack on the organization that cheated them which was redressed by 

Luke Brandon and an amicable situation was reached. The end of the story reveals her selling 

her clothes, managing her finance and  becoming the media professional talking about finance 

in the Morning Coffee. In addition, she has her contract signed for making frames and invited to 

deliver talks on her expertise. But at last we find her not making amends with her obsession and 

buys NK Malone glasses which comes with a discount. After watching the ad, she jumps and   

dials the number and gets it. The fever is on and the consumption culture continues to run  with 

great frenzy. Though some criticizes the ending of the story, no one could deny the bitter  truth 

in it. 

      The novel portrays the cultural nuances of corporal embodiment and commodity 

fetishism by the middle class. The triangular foci of the novel as culture,  economy and 

society brings the issue of consumer culture to the fore. They are seen as the tools of 

emotional and aesthetic satisfaction and  hence act as buffers. .But its rage leads to lack of 

disrupted societal structure characterizing the postmodern culture. But  Rebecca still walks 

with  the conviction ’If everyone could just wear new clothes every day, I reckon depression 

would not exist anymore’.(P 122) 
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