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Assignment 2:

This paper will analyse a material object of choice, which will be in the form of a small toy, fashioned from soft alpaca wool, resembling an alpaca. Initially this paper will be applying two approaches, predominantly that of biographical objects, to give us the history, the life experience and the purpose of the production of such an object, followed by a critical debate around the idea of McDonaldization, which will provide a global view in relation to ‘worth’ and the influences from corporate industry.

The flag of Peru contains a coat of arms where sits a vicuna, a relation to the alpaca and llama, this symbolises how alpacas are embedded deeply within the Peruvian culture. There is also a quina, (cinchona tree) and a cornucopia of gold coins, these three items symbolising the three natural kingdoms of flora, fauna and mineral. 
The Peruvian people rely on the alpaca for their income and existence. The Spanish came and tried to break the culture down, massacring tens of thousands of people and alpacas. Alpacas serve a triple purpose, carrying (pack), meat and wool, this is not often seen in herd animals. Horses are reared for their meat and carrying, sheep are reared for meat and wool. Alpacas and Llamas have been domesticated and bred for their wool for over five thousand years, today they have interbred somewhat and the distinct breeds are trying to be separated again. Cultural pressures on these indigenous farmers have pushed them up the mountainside so that the two breeds were forced together- this is (the beginning of the reason why the little alpaca has been made as it is a symptom of the pressures upon these peoples that they need to find different types of income because their historic methods are no longer sufficient). 

Many of the farmers residing in and around the Puno and Arequipa region are poor, and yet the luxurious fibres are situated within the higher value market, creating a vast spacial discrepancy of uneven economic distribution. This uneven distribution of wealth amongst the farming communities have led many charitable organisations to intervene and assist, enabling the poorer sector, to diversify and improve their economic situation. The company that sells this toy assure the buyer that fair trade for their employees is paramount and that good husbandry assures happy herds. Many of the companies and charities supporting the farmers state that fair trade, fair wages, and sustainability are embedded within their businesses in order to help and improve these Andean communities.
The primary source of income is derived from alpaca farms in the regions of Puno and Arequipa in the southern area of the Peruvian Andes mountains (Inkari). The poorer small rural alpaca farming communities stand little chance of competing with the more affluent alpaca farms, due mainly to scientific advances that enable the DNA tests of stock and fibre that control the commodification value of the alpaca wool, because llama wool is less soft so therefore worth less, which is a problem for those with cross-bred animals.

This tiny alpaca in question stands five centimetres tall, black stitching giving form to the face, namely the nose and mouth, whereas the eyes are made of glass and the ears are made from scraps of alpaca hide. A small piece of cloth, not dissimilar to that of a Peruvian rug or poncho, has been stitched to the alpaca’s back, and bright coloured threads hang from the face like reins. The alpaca wool is very soft to touch, encouraging stroking and stimulating the senses. This object is handmade by the local farming communities who reside in the mountains of Peru, the Quechua reside in the regions of Puno and Arequipa, within the Andes range.
The item is made from small scraps so that noting is wasted, and it shows many influences from the community who made it, with a small woven blanket in the colours which represent the community and have significance to the local culture (Dransart, 2002) and obviously the appearance of the piece showing the national animal.
The reason why this piece has been produced is as a result of the tourism market, initially, but has developed beyond that into an associated, remote tourism of people elsewhere wishing to feel connected to the place of origin. Charities have become involved in selling these pieces in Westernised cultures, which also adds other associated value to the piece due to the altruistic associations linked with the purchase. 
Therefore the item begins on its travels, out from the place of origin and its production, to the charity who will sell it. This can be to a warehouse, where it waits to be bought by an online click through PayPal, companies such as Inkari, or it can head out into a different culture and climate to sit on the shelf of a charity shop or be sold in a market on a stall run by person who is involved with the charity, The Creating Water Foundation. This particular small alpaca was sold in this final way, passing hand to hand from a lady who travelled back and forth to Peru and worked directly with the indigenous peoples in the Southern areas around Puno and Arequipa, to help them develop pieces which would sell best in the West, therefore the little alpaca truly appeared to have merely stepped from the hand of the maker, into the hand of the person who travelled with it to Britain, and then passed into the hand of the consumer, although obviously this was not actually the case as it would have spent some period stuffed into a shipping container. 
Once the item is purchased it then goes back to a person’s home to be displayed where it can be seen and talked about. It is likely to have a happy life, with much attention, and its owner will gain from its presence by being able to engage with the story of its purchase and their own musings on potential travelling to visit its place of origin, or on the different ‘exotic other’ cultures of this world. How well the alpaca is looked after obviously will be related to how much it offers to the owner insofar as such conversations and musings, so with time it can lose its appeal and be passed on, perhaps back onto a charity shop shelf, to begin the story again. 

It is the people that farm alpacas in their own right who make the objects, this gives a real associated personal interaction between the consumer and the producer, and by being sold through a charity, the consumer can automatically believe that their money is going back to those people who made it. People will buy it for altruistic reasons, because of the link to the culture that is seen as the exotic other, and also because of their own personal desire to be connected to a culture who are both rare and exotic, or pristine, through their apparently close links to historic cultures; this particularly developed in relationship to tourism of this area of the globe. This gives the purchaser the feeling like they have travelled to South America because they possess part of it.  At first appearance, this small artefact could be mistaken as a piece of ‘tat’, mass produced and made in China, which buys into the idea of a product falling under the McDonaldization argument. This artefact only gains authenticity because it is sold through companies that will give its authenticity to its origins.

McDonaldization is not just about the burger. This is a uniformed mass-produced market with no room for individuality. It is the label with its attributed quality or status which is bought into, it is the pressure to keep up with other people to engage with this place or product of significance which drives it thus becoming the link to mass-production.

Similarly, this is a label which tells us of quality and gives associated status as a purchaser to be buying onto good practice and quality. 

Again, depending on the associated charity, we can buy into a name and its reputation, but we also buy into the idea of charity from an altruistic perspective as we feel better about ourselves through the fact that we have given something back to someone else in our purchase- this can also be true in Fairtrade, but then we are paying fairly for the action of production, whereas with charity it would not matter so much if the product was not well made as we are to some extent engaging in exchange to allow a gift to also be given with a level of respect for each participant, rather than disempowering the person who was in need of charity. 

The overriding factors which define the authenticity of big global companies like McDonalds are that they are well-known, and this has occurred because they originally offered a reliable and quality product in the eyes of a consumer. In this global community when people travel to different places and cannot be certain of different companies, especially food, they know what to expect in these establishments. This makes the consumer feel safe and they tend not to like to feel at risk. This is also true of other big companies like Nike, who the consumer can be assured of buying into a quality product (Ritzer, 2009). However cultural fashions drive the worth of such companies and their products forward, as fashions make people feel included or excluded from social groups which they feel the need to be part of to offer them an identity and kin-group, so again this drives forward the growth of such companies. 

Although Fairtrade is apparently a very different kind of consumerism in comparison to McDonaldization, it could be argued that it can fall under the umbrella of McDonaldization because it has other factors that are making it important. Showing how it competes with globally well-known labels and what makes it a viable consumer product can be understood when we realise how McDonaldization is so powerful in our consumer culture (Ritzer, 2009). In addition, some of what drives people to sell their products is to gain money to buy into the global consumerism that McDonaldization stands for. However, McDonaldization drives the production to some degree, because the money that is raised as a consequence perpetuates the process.

Selling the qualities of the alpaca and other charity, Fairtrade products is defined by a different consumer group, with different values, perspectives and fears (Tapia, 2013).
The market for such products is different; it is those who prefer to not be seen as buying into the globalised and ‘labelled’ market who will buy these products, even though they still will be actually engaged in buying other McDonaldized products generally. 
The cultural group that these individuals fall into are different, on the whole they gain status through environmental and altruistic perspectives and behaviours and so the product gains authenticity and quality for them by such things as what it is made of, who it is made by and what level of reliability they can give to this, which is often defined by who they purchase it from; for instance, the level of quality that a charity is supposed to have. 


The mind of who the consumer is and why they would buy into that over and above the consumer products of McDonaldization is not aimed at the same type of people. McDonaldization is aimed at the masses and some may say lower classes, because they think they are gaining status by associating with the pristine and labels; Fast Food Nation comes to mind.
This alpaca could be seen as not McDonaldized at all. When things are sold, they are sold in a very specific manner which has the associated authenticity linked to them. They are not just put on a shelf in a shop alongside other products, say from China, because that would decrease their value and authenticity and the market they would be aiming at would be very different. As such, a nominal amount of money would return to the producer and it wouldn’t be worth the producers while.
What the fibre fetches financially in Peru is very different to what the same fibre fetches in say the United States of America or Great Britain.
These objects are made for the charities to export to sell and also for the tourist industry, they can also be purchased online and are predominantly made for the tourist market and also mail order.
The Peruvian artisans are using creativity and adaptability to gain access to the consumer market. This is what is understood to be creative consumption.
The worth of the tiny alpaca has monetary and emotional validity, associated within the culture. There is an associated assumption of a repressed culture and this promotes the consumerism.

How is it able to state its authenticity?
Importance of socially conscious investment and purchase.
Consumers are often disconnected from socio-economic and production histories. As is seen in McDonaldization, but in this instance the item clearly is connected to these things.
 
The current system of supply chain capitalism often fails to connect production and consumption of objects. This certainly does not apply to this handmade object.
The type of person that buys into these kinds of things could be students travelling during a gap year. They like to buy artefacts from places they have visited around the world and then put them on show because they are representations of how cultural they are and how culturally diverse they are. As a people they are buying into the inclusive nature of their personhood by what they represent themselves with the artefacts on show in their homes.

Fairtrade and charity purchasers have an object driven approach, how objects relate to makers and users, objects are not passive but active agents, this gives meaning, contextualization and function that is important, giving good understanding of the people and cultures that made it.

The alpaca is a well-travelled item; it carries with it the identity of its origin and some degree of political message about the culture it came from. For its purchaser it represents both these things and the altruistic, well-travelled, inclusive characteristics that the owner wishes to be known for. The labels of ‘Fairtrade’ and ‘Charity’ offer the product authenticity and status, which could also be seen as similar to the origins of products which fall under the canopy of those seen as McDonaldized, however the cultural groups which buy into these two types of products are different, despite the fact that they engage in similar behaviours for similar underpinning reasoning. 
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