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Anthropological analysis of Primark ‘Blue Biker Jean’

The object for analysis in this assignment is a pair of jeans from Primark, sold as the ‘Blue Biker Jean’ (see fig. 1). The jeans currently appear in the Primark online catalogue (Primark catalogue, 2018), at a cost of £20, in the menswear section. They are made of a type of cotton denim, stitched and dyed an indigo blue, although this is intentionally faded. They are designed to show wear and tear, in the form of ripped knees and faded patches, and have creases to mimic wear. Above the knee is a design detail of a patch of ribbed denim, designed to look like the reinforced patches on biker’s leather trousers. They are embellished with stitching, a plain metal button, and a metal zip fastener. There are belt loops and pockets, one of which contains a smaller change pocket. From the catalogue image, it is unclear, but likely that back pockets are also a feature. The style is slim-fit, and straight leg. They are available from Primark stores, of which there are 356 across the UK, Europe, and the USA. They are marketed at young males, probably teenagers, as casual wear. In analysis of this object, I will use the theory of McDonaldization, proposed by George Ritzer, in order to discuss the significance of this object, and also use the approach of object biography.

McDonaldization is a theory developed by Ritzer (1993) that describes an economic trend, whereby businesses rationalise their production with the result of cheaper, but more homogenised products. Key to this theory is the process of rationalisation, which was originally applied to the McDonalds business model, but other products and other aspects of society can also be rationalised. (Ritzer, 1993) In society, this term is used when the society adopts similar characteristics to a fast-food restaurant, such as analysing workers in industry coldly, calculating costs and efficiency in order to produce more gain, with little thought towards the workers. This involves breaking down tasks into smaller components, and refining these until the single most efficient method for completing each task is discovered. The results are predictable and homogenous, as each step must be controlled and run smoothly and efficiently, to maximise the degree of control over the finished product, eliminating the element of risk. Examples given by Ray Kroc, the founder of the McDonalds fast-food restaurant chain, are semi-cut burger buns being replaced by buns that have been completely sliced through, for speed, and specific waxed paper being used between burger patties when stacked, so that they could slide smoothly onto the grill. These tasks were both optimised solely for increasing efficiency during the process of making a burger. Speed and efficiency are chosen over product quality. To use this term regarding the ‘Blue Biker Jean’, I will begin by discussing another aspect of McDonaldisation; homogeneity. Due to the efficiency of McDonaldization, it can spread quickly. McDonalds restaurants can now be found worldwide, selling very similar products. The food is mass-produced and any products with imperfections or differences are usually discarded. The ‘Blue Biker Jean’ have are a mass-produced product that can be found throughout the UK and Europe. An ironic fact about the design of the jean is that it is styled to look like it has more history than it does; a fake history, a fake story is depicted in the design of the jeans. It tells a story of use and heavy wear, that would be individual with every pair worn, while having no individual history other than its mass-production in a huge factory. It is ironic and perhaps even cynical that the homogeneity of the jeans has been almost intentionally hidden behind a veneer of individuality, that has been added later in the production process. This is comparable to cornflakes; the production process removes vitamins from the cereal, which are added back in afterwards. This is then advertised as ‘added vitamins and minerals’. 
In the process of McDonaldisation, individuality is lost as the striving for profit results in a more and more homogenised product. The wear and tear are aimed to show personal history, but biker trouser detailing, in particular, creates a reference to a youth culture; membership of a group, and one, in fact, that values individuality. The styling of the jeans is done in such a way to mask the mass-produced, homogenised image of the product. Another aspect is the disposability of the product; fashion clothing, such as these jeans, likely have a high turnover and a limited use-life, and this is reflected in the likely poor quality of the fabric and stitching. 
The ‘Blue Biker Jean’ I have chosen to analyse is similar to most ripped blue jeans one can find for cheap sale; the image is homogenised. They are a cheap product, and are likely part of an annual fashion trend; by the next year another similar style will have replaced it in the spotlight, and the jeans will likely have been discarded. The process of the production of these blue jeans has been rationalised; it is much faster to have the item moving down an assembly line, where different individuals are responsible for different parts of the sewing process. (“Take a 360 virtual tour of a factory in Bangladesh,” n.d.) One person would be assigned to sew on pockets, another to add the zip, another for the rivets, etc. This ensures that each step can be accomplished as efficiently as possible, as no worker needs to even think about performing multiple tasks. To produce jeans at this price or speed would be a challenge for a traditional tailor, and it is easy to see how this can lead to the popularity of mass-produced products.

To use a biographical approach to analyse the ‘Blue Biker Jean’ is to focus on the life history of the object. This approach has been developed by Appadurai and Kopytoff in Appadurai’s work The Social Life of Things (1986). It was developed as a method of analysing objects, by exploring their individual roles and how they are regarded and used in society. (Appadurai, 1986) Kopytoff describes a car in Africa; to analyse it and understand its place in the culture, one could examine how it was acquired, how the funds were gathered to pay the cost, what relationship there was between the buyer and seller, how the vehicle was used, the identities of those who used it the most, how often it was lent out, which garages it was taken to for repairs and what kind of relationship the owners had with the mechanic, the various owners from production to the end of its life, and what happens to the remains afterwards. (Kopytoff in Appadurai, 1986) All of these can reveal large amounts of data about the culture and lives the vehicle has been part of, and object biographies can be just as rich and informative as the biography of a person.
The biography of the ‘Blue Biker Jean’ begins before the manufacture of the jeans in their factory. It can be argued that the origins of the jeans can be traced to much earlier roots. 
The ‘Blue Biker Jean’ is made from denim, and this fabric originated in Nimes, France. They were originally used in clothing as worker’s trousers, due to its durability, and were held together with stitching and copper rivets. (“How Jeans are made? - Manufacturing Processes of Jeans,” n.d.) Both of these features that were vital in the making of these jeans have been lost in the ‘Biker Blue Jean’, which are neither durable nor protective, as they are already worn in places and are made of cheaper denim, and the rivets are not included in the design at all. This is a large divergence from the original use for the clothing, as the material is cheaper and is easier to produce, and dyed with an artificial dye, before adding features designed to imitate protective patches found on their more durable predecessor. They are disposable, and a long life is not expected for this modern-day version. 
I will use the theory developed by Appadurai and Kopytoff to analyse the jeans by examining their life span until the clothing reaches the store and is sold, as it is impossible to create a general biography for all pairs after they are sold; different owners may have different attachments and relationships with the clothing, treat them differently, and dispose of them at different times. 
Nimes cotton was first used for clothing by a tailor from Reno, Nevada, called Jacob W. Davies, after a customer requested a pair of trousers resilient enough for hard work. He later wrote to Levi Strauss & Co, from who he had bought the denim, and they patented the design and opened a larger factory.  (“How Jeans are made? - Manufacturing Processes of Jeans,” n.d.)
After the design gained popularity, more brands, such as Wrangler, sprang up, eventually followed by jeans beginning to be more mass-produced, with the material quality dropping. A biography of the ‘Biker Blue Jean’ would be drastically different to a working-man’s pair of Levi jeans, although the process would be at least similar until they were used by the owners, as the targeted market are also different. The cotton may have been mechanically harvested, or picked by hand, in which case we could examine the relationship the workers there had with the cotton. The cotton is then processed and made into bales. Then the cotton is mechanically brushed, cleaned, and disentangled, and then spun into yarn. Some of the yarn is dyed with indigo, and then it is woven into cloth using a specific style, to make denim. The cloth is then brushed and pre-shrunk, then stacked one hundred layers thick before being cut using high-speed machines into the required shapes. Each pair has multiple pieces, such as pockets and leg panels. These pieces are moved along an assembly line, where workers with sewing machines assemble the clothing. Each station has one specific part to sew on each pair, to maximise efficiency. (“How Jeans are made? - Manufacturing Processes of Jeans,” n.d.)
Each worker has an individual relationship with each pair, and are very relevant parts of its biography. However, the process is very depersonalising, and the workers have no more influence on the jeans after they have left the factory. It is unlikely that anyone who makes these jeans will see them being sold in a shop or worn on the street. The relationship is entirely economically-based, and the workers have no chance to add a personal touch to the product. Industrialised factory settings are becoming increasingly mechanised, and there are arguments that this increasingly putting jobs at risk, as humans are replaced by machines. In the factory used by Primark to create the ‘Blue Biker Jean’, hundreds of workers contribute to this global industry. 
 The jeans are then washed, sometimes with stones, sand, or detergents, to create a worn effect. Some pairs, such as the ‘Blue Biker Jean’, are made to look worn in other ways, such as sewn on or worn out patches, holes, and tears. They are then pressed, boxed, and sent to the warehouse then the store. 

From this point, we can only hypothesise about the rest of their biography. By examining the target market, a teenage male, and the likely lack of durability or protection the jeans offer, we can at least assume that they are worn casually and for fashion, unlike the way in which denim jeans were originally used, and that they will not have a long biography once they have reached the store; fashion changes fast, and they may lose the spotlight quickly and no longer be sold, or having been purchased, they will likely wear out fast and be discarded. From here, they will either be thrown away or recycled. If the jeans are sent to a charity shop, they will be gain a new use-life, and they may be returned to a charity shop multiple times before they are too worn. The ‘Blue Biker Jean’ are a high-fashion item, but are comparatively cheap to purchase, as they are aimed at the lower socio-economic groups. Buying them from a charity shop would make them even cheaper again, and this provides opportunity for young men of limited funds to create an identity amongst their peers. (Hoskins, 2013)
The image promoted by the jeans is a more confident, relaxed, fashionable look, but also slightly ‘edgy’. They are perhaps a statement designed to advertise the wearer as confidant, yet nonchalant, relaxed, yet adventurous. The style and material also refer to someone manually hard-working.
Having researched both high-end and cheaper brands of jeans, it transpires that the higher-end of the clothing lines have not been as McDonaldized, as the target audience is narrower and more specific, and the price and quality have remained at a higher standard, whereas Levi’s and Wrangler have become more commonplace. They can be bought at better prices and are more varied; ranging from less than £50 to over £200 (“Levi’s Jeans, Jackets & Clothing | Official Levi’s® UK Online Store,” n.d.). Primark, however, have a large, varied, range of jeans, and their target market seems to be those in lower socio-economic circles; they sell cheaper jeans to people who want to create a certain image of themselves, which would be ascribed by the wearing of a more expensive pair. This is a mass-production of jeans, reducing the creation process to efficient steps and selling them to a larger audience at a fraction of the price and quality.
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