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How do Anthropology and Industrial Design understand the notion of “value,” and what 
can their different perspectives offer one another?  This question arises out of the 
intellectual collision of two books published in nearly the same month: Craig Vogel’s and 
Jonathan Cagan’s Creating Breakthrough Products (2002) and David Graeber’s Toward an 
Anthropological Theory of Value (2001). The two books set the stage for an anthropological 
discussion of value from which Industrial Design pedagogy might benefit. In contrast to the 
voluminous theorization within the social sciences, Vogel and Cagan tread on relatively 
pristine ground when formulating an understanding of value within the fields of Industrial 
Design and new product development.  I take their perspective as representative of how 
design practitioners and academics generally understand and might talk about value in 
relation to products and their users, though this should in no way diminish their innovative 
approach.   Contrapuntally, the overwhelming majority of this paper will survey the 
vicissitudes of the anthropological and sociological theory before arriving at Graeber’s 
inspired suggestion of value as action surrounding an object rather than a particular quality 
or inherent attribute.  Bringing Industrial Design and Anthropology into dialogue is 
challenging not only because they represent two very different disciplines (though nearly the 
same age), but also because of the former’s proclivity toward practice and the latter’s 
theoretical legacy.  Yet, this is precisely why it is worth bringing them both into 
conversation—though here admittedly my intention is to provide a point from which design 
theory and practice might begin to re-conceptualize notions of value through 
ethnographically-influenced anthropological thinking.  
 
Vogel and Cagan rightly take value as the key domain when contemplating or creating 
compelling products, and they specifically target those that have extra-ordinary impact—a 
distinctive, “significant” value-quality. “Breakthrough products are driven by a complex 
combination of value attributes that connect with people’s lifestyles” (2002: 54).  Within 
anthropology Graeber more broadly sees a theoretical value project as “one that seeks to 
move from understanding how different cultures define the world in radically different ways 
(which anthropologists have always been good at describing) to how, at the same time, they 
define what is beautiful, or worthwhile, or important about it.  To see how meaning, one 
might say, turns into desire” (2001: ix).  Both books similarly believe in theorizing value as a 
way to improve practice.  Difficulty quickly arises, however, when considering the many 
meanings (polysemy) of “value.”  Vogel and Cagan cite two of eight1 dictionary definitions 
that serve their argument: “value is the relative worth, utility, or importance of one item 
versus another; the ‘degree of excellence’; or something ‘intrinsically valuable or desirable’” 
(2002: 56).  They deny, with post-modern/post-Fordist market reasoning, the popular 
notion of value as some cost-benefit relationship, or in their language, that “the service or 
features a product provide[s] for the price it cost” (2002: 56).   
 

                                                 
1 They seem to list three definitions, however these represent only two numbered entries in the 1973 edition of Webster’s 
New Collegiate Dictionary.  Below I contend with the accuracy of one of the two numbered definitions—that “value 
is…something intrinsically valuable or desirable” (emphasis added). 



Vogel’s and Cagan’s notion of value is novel within new product development: Value is 
“[t]he level of effect that people personally expect from products and services represented 
through lifestyle effect, enabling features, and meaningful ergonomics, which together result 
in a useful, useable, and desirable product” (2002: xxxii).  They frequently make reference, 
however, to “values” in the sense of morality or “what is important” (57), mentioning that if 
a product “connects” with the users’ values, its value increases.  Here these notions and their 
relationship start to get tricky—even more so when value is used in the sense of “true 
consumer value” (xxii) or “appropriate aspects of value” (57) where there is some definite 
sense of correctness.  Further they speak of value in terms of “emotional value state” (5), 
“perceived value” (21), “value systems of the intended market” (43), “value potential” (44), 
and “customer-based value” (56). Value is also something that seemingly must be “added” 
(xxiii), “embedded” (15), and injected (51), yet may also somehow be intrinsic (56)2.  While 
all products seemingly have some value, only breakthrough, Upper-Right quadrant products 
have a “significant level of value” (55); others with lesser degrees of style and technology exist 
on a “different, lower level of value” (Ibid.).  Value is also used in a more colloquial sense 
with regard to people instead of products: “Team members must trust each other, have 
mutual respect for the value of all of the fields involved, and learn to appreciate the value in 
having a variety of methods to bring to the table” (108, emphasis added).  My point here is 
to emphasize the slippery nature of value. 
 
Industrial Design is in no way alone in this struggle—Anthropology has wrestled with the 
notion of value at least since the late 1940s. Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value begins 
with an historical discussion of the three major theoretical uses of the term.  The first is in 
the sense of “values” as “conceptions of what is ultimately good, proper, or desirable in 
human life” (2001: 1)(which is the same as Vogel’s and Cagan’s).  The second is in the 
economic sense: “the degree to which objects are desired, particularly as measured by how 
much others are willing to give up to get them” (Ibid.) (which encompasses both what Vogel 
and Cagan build upon as well as what they dismiss).  The third is in the linguistic sense, 
“going back to the structural linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure (1966), and might be most 
simply glossed as ‘meaningful difference’” (2001: 2) (which is farthest from Vogel and 
Cagan, but still has relevance).  Graeber charts the rise, fall, and resurrection of these 
perspectives, ultimately concluding that “if one looks back over the history of 
anthropological thought on each of these three sorts of value…one finds that in almost 
every case, scholars trying to come up with a coherent theory of any one of them have ended 
up falling into terrible problems for lack of sufficient consideration of the other ones” 
(Ibid.).  Further, he states, “most of the new theories [of value] that seem to have made the 
old arguments irrelevant are, at least in many of their aspects, little more than retooled 
versions of the same old thing” (2001: 22).  It is precisely because a theory of value offers 
such hope for understanding the human condition, be this from an anthropological 
perspective or from that of a maker of products to be used by society, that we continue to 
work to formulate a useful conception. 
 
In the main body of this essay I am primarily concerned with describing the sociological and 
anthropological problem of value. Theories from political economy, sociology, and semiotics 
will be discussed while anthropological examples are employed throughout to help shape the 
inquiry.  These examples serve to highlight the contrast between exchange and consumption 
in more traditional societies with notions of value formulated within industrialized, 
                                                 
2 That is if I have not misunderstood “value” in this instance for “values,” as it is somewhat ambiguous.  



capitalistic contexts.  Concomitantly, the anthropological examples attest to the utility of 
ethnography in contributing to broader understandings of value, and a broad sketch is 
provided of the major components of a theory of value for the sociologist or anthropologist.  
In conclusion, Graeber’s notion of value as action is posited as a useful point of departure 
for industrial design and as capable of overcoming some of the difficulties in a theory of 
value as object-based rather than subject-based.  The development of the problem of value, 
here, begins with Marx’s advances. 
 
The colloquial notion of value seems based firmly within an economic paradigm, most 
especially within highly commodified cultures.  (Vogel and Cagan are quick to acknowledge 
and question the usefulness of this.) Value is equated with price—most unambiguously when 
calculated within an explicit market system.  Value surfaces in response to the question of 
what something is worth.  “Money measures value, but if we ask what constitutes value in 
the first instance, we find it impossible to define value without saying something about how 
the time of social labour is allocated.” (Harvey 1989: 227).  This relates to Ricardo and the 
“classic” school of political economy who theorized that the basis of this worth was indeed 
related to production expenditures—a particular labor theory of value.  However it was 
Marx who took a “revolutionary step forward beyond Ricardo,” wherein he concluded that, 
“‘labour quantities as the essence of value’ is something quite different from ‘labour 
quantities as numeraire’—a common measuring rod of the value of all commodities” (Mandel 
1990: 42).  Marx distinguishes between concrete and abstract labor; the former determining 
use-value and the latter, exchange-value.  Indeed he was “very proud” of this distinction, 
considering it his main achievement (along with surplus-value) (Ibid.).  While Marx 
problematizes the concept of value, situating it farther into the realm of the social, he stops 
short of central questions involving human desire for specific goods and how value might be 
produced outside of labor.  His dismissal is evident in his initial discussion of the 
commodity: “The commodity is, first of all, an external object, a thing which through its 
qualities satisfies human needs of whatever kind.  The nature of these needs, whether they 
arise, for example, from the stomach or the imagination, makes no difference.  Nor does it 
matter here how the thing satisfies man’s need” (Marx 1990: 175).  From this, may it be, as is 
stated colloquially, that the value of a commodity is determined by its ability to satisfy need?   
 
In considering the relationship between value and need, one quickly becomes mired in 
defining need, especially in terms of what is necessary for human existence.  The notion of 
“basic needs” arises as biologically determinant, employed to delineate between physiological 
subsistence and death: it marks “the edge of starvation” (Jones and Spang 1999: 39), or the 
“degree zero human existence” (Slater 1997, 134).  At what point and in what quantities is 
food consumption strictly life sustaining—when does it extend into the realm of the non-
essential?  Fine and Leopold (1993 in Slater) make the point that “people starve to death in 
their own culturally specific ways (for example refusing culturally prohibited or even 
distasteful foods, sacrificing themselves because they put social solidarity above physical 
survival, carrying out the rituals and cultural activities by which they socially define 
themselves as fully human)” (134).  The notion of basic needs presupposes the ability to 
delineate nature from culture.  In reality “we experience all needs (including physical ones) 
within cultures” (Ibid.).  So, while the relationship between value and needs seems 
unproductive, it does highlight the variability and subjectivity of cultural context.  A more 
involved account (than Marx) of the subjective nature of value arises in Simmel’s The 
Philosophy of Money. 
 



Simmel begins his treatise on money as a resultant and enabling mechanism of abstract 
human relations by positing value (along with being) as an irreducible life category.  “We are 
rarely aware of the fact that our whole life, from the point of view of consciousness, consists 
in experiencing and judging values, and that it acquires meaning and significance only from 
the fact that the mechanically unfolding elements of reality possess an infinite variety of 
values beyond their objective substance” (1990: 60).  At times Simmel seems to conflate 
Marx’s use- and exchange-value, although his work should be seen to address primarily 
exchange-value and how this relates to money.  Simmel sees value not inherent in objects 
but through subjective determinations:  “The characteristic feature of value, as it appears in 
contrast to reality, is usually called subjectivity…[V]alue is never a ‘quality’ of the objects, but 
a judgment upon them which remains inherent in the subject” (63).  For Marx, use-value is 
“conditioned by the physical properties of the commodity, and has no existence apart from 
the latter” (Marx 1990: 126).  A further aspect of Simmel’s philosophy that is discussed 
below (desire) arises out of his dialectical formulation of subject and object, where the 
object, “which is characterized by its separation from the subject, who at the same time 
establishes it and seeks to overcome it by his desire, is for us a value” (Simmel 1990: 66).  
What is more visible in Simmel than in Marx is the subjective nature of value that it may 
derive from myriad social relationships even those outside of the productive sphere. With all 
use-value expunged from the commodity as exchange-value—“all its sensuous characteristics 
are extinguished”—the only property left, for Marx, is property of its being produced by 
labor.  A labor theory of economic value does not account for the multiplicity of subjective 
value relations within a culture or certainly between cultures: “The point is implicit in the 
apparent ambiguity if the term ‘value,’ which may refer to the price of something or the 
meaning of something (as the differential concept of a word), or in general to that which 
people hold “dear,” either morally or monetarily” (Sahlins 1976: 214). 
 
Simmel’s theory does introduce the notion of desire in relation to value.  Within the dialectic 
between subject and object, the distance (or difficulty in meeting) between the two marks the 
intensity of desire.  Value is predicated upon the separation and the desire to overcome it.  
As evidence of this relationship Simmel offers the examples of not appreciating the value of 
something until it is lost, that withholding an object increases desire for it, and that 
remoteness from known enjoyable objects intensifies desire (Simmel 1990: 66).  In a sense, 
suffering is necessary for value.  We think nothing of things easily attainable; air has no 
value—it is necessary but not valuable unless we are deprived of it.  “[V]alue does not 
originate from the unbroken unity of the moment of enjoyment, but from the separation 
between the subject and the content of enjoyment as an object that stands opposed to the 
subject as something desired and only to be attained by the conquest of distance, obstacles 
and difficulties” (Ibid.).  While seemingly Simmel is referring to exchange-value in his 
formulation, there may be a connection between desire and a broader notion of value. 
 
Above, a definition or specification of need proved fruitless.  What things are truly, humanly, 
necessary and which ones are merely objects of want?  As was concluded, culture eliminates 
the distinction, or perhaps more accurately it is culture that decides.  The subjectivity and 
relativity of wants, desires, or things one values becomes very apparent in situations of 
“culture contact.” For instance, “LeJeune’s Relations” (LeJeune 1897) describes this Jesuit 
missionary’s fascinating contact with the Montagnais Amerindians in 1634 and his 
bewilderment (and often disgust) with different valuations of cultural objects:  “They [the 
Montagnais] were given a barrel of bread or biscuit.  Having brought it on shore they 
examined it; and finding no taste in it, threw it into the water” (1897:V.5, 121).  Conversely, 



in a story of the same period with the Montagnais’ neighboring tribe, the Micmac, a French 
missionary related how a Micmac Indian sent by Governor Razilly to Paris commented on 
the kettlesmiths: “[W]hile passing the street where many coppersmiths were located, asked of 
his interpreter if they were not ‘relatives of the King’ and if this were not the ‘trade of the 
grandest Seigniors of the Kingdom’” (Jaenen 1974: 267)!  The Montagnais and Micmacs had 
themselves no metallurgical technologies, using bark bowls in which to boil water and cook.  
In the case of fetish objects William Pietz (1998) relays the experience of the 15th century 
Portuguese traders in Africa.  The Europeans learned that certain objects, often composed 
of valueless (in Simmel’s sense), quotidian materials like sticks, stones, and grasses were 
imbued with extraordinary powers, most often protective.  Therefore, fetish objects were 
extremely valuable to the owner (as long as they “worked”—perplexing to the Europeans, 
fetish objects were quickly discarded then replaced when believed to have lost potency).  
While cultural contact encounters may prove more interesting examples, one obviously does 
not need to leave his or her own culture to find extreme differences in valuation and desire 
for certain objects.  While the notion of need collapsed because of its cultural relativity we 
were lead to the notion of desire.  Positing a connection between desire and larger 
understanding of value (than merely economic), we are left with and understanding of its 
complexity not only through its inter-cultural variability, but intra-cultural dimensions of 
type, intensity, and duration. 
 
In a final turn to Simmel for further elucidation on the problem of value, he states that it is 
only through exchange that value is realized: 
 

The profound connection between value and exchange, as a result of which they are mutually 
conditioning, is illustrated by the fact that they are in equal measure the basis of practical life.  Even 
though our life seems to be determined by the mechanism and objectivity of things, we cannot in fact 
take any step or conceive any thought without endowing the objects with values that direct our 
activities.  These activities are carried out in accordance with the schema of exchange; from the lowest 
level of satisfaction of wants to the attainment of the highest intellectual and religious goods, every 
value has to be acquired by the sacrifice of some other (Simmel 1990: 84).



  
Again, Simmel seems to be speaking of exchange value.  This perspective creates questions if 
an object exists outside of the market, never circulating or taken out of circulation 
(Appadurai’s (1986)“enclaved commodities”).  This is precisely the issue that Davenport 
raises when considering spiritual non-commodity objects. 
 

Thus I juxtapose two kinds of value in traditional Eastern Solomon Island cultures: one material and 
economic, the other mystical and spiritual.  Economic value is derived from most kinds of labor and 
materials and is represented by commodities that are bought, sold, or traded.  Spiritual value is 
associated with the supernatural, represented by inspired aesthetic accomplishment, and with human 
life itself.  Representations of spiritual value are not marketable, that is, they are never commodities 
(Davenport 1986: 108).  

Certainly these ritual objects are highly valuable to the Eastern Solomon, yet they can never 
be bought, sold, nor exchanged.   
 
The notion of a spiritual object is related to yet another realm of value evident in 
“communicative act paradigms” of consumption—that is, sign-value.  Theorists such as 
Veblen, Bourdieu, and Baudrillard see acts and objects of consumption as means of 
communication.  All speak of codes and canons that are employed during consumption, 
wherein the value of the object does not necessarily reside in its materiality or potential 
utility, but as means of expression.  A good example of such communicative consumption 
may be found among the Muria Gonds where “the richer fisherman were spending their 
excess earnings to purchase unusable television sets [having no access to electricity], to build 
‘garages’ onto houses to which no automobiles had access, and to install rooftop cisterns 
into which water never flows” (Gell 1986: 114).  In seeming concert with these examples, 
Baudrillard claims, within the total semiotic system of consumption that he presents, that 
sign-value displaces use- and exchange-value.  His postmodern man and woman purchase 
goods not for any utility intrinsic in their materiality (unless it is instrumental in the 
communication)—use-value is but an “alibi” for sign-value.  While it is difficult to accept 
Baudrillard’s totalizing theory, the manner in which Bourdieu uses sign-value seems to add 
another credible dimension to understanding value. 
 
In Colin Renfrew’s “Varna and the emergence of wealth in prehistoric Europe” (Renfrew 
1986) four different categories of value are used in describing the grave goods found there.  
Use value and labor value are Marxist, while historic or association value (including and similar to 
sentimental value) refers to the “unique history or association of the specific object in 
question” (159).  A specific category of prestige goods that go beyond just having unique 
status, are said to have an intrinsic value and thus deemed prime value: “[O]bjects of gold had 
a position in some of the graves at Varna that seems a particularly privileged one.  Although 
each specific object may itself have had a special status through its history of associations, 
the fact that it was made of gold does seem (in terms of the pattern established) to have been 
relevant” (Ibid.).  Renfrew, like the Veblen, Bourdieu, and Baudrillard, is attempting to 
account for different qualities of goods that offer some meaning or worth to consumers. 
Graeber, in “Beads and Money,” claims that “to understand the value attributed to any 
particular object means that one must understand the meaning of the various acts of 
creation, consecration, use, appropriation, and so on that make up its history” (1996: 20).  
This reinforces complexity raised by Renfrew and raises the notion of changing contextual 
realms for value production—what, today, is the value of a penis cover unearthed at Varna?  
Echoing Simmel, Renfrew reminds us that:  
 



In general, value is a property that is assigned to an object in a manner that arises from the social 
context in question, and it is to some, usually significant, extent arbitrary.  It is never a property 
inherent within an object or material in the manner of such physical and measurable properties as 
hardness, density, refractive index, and so on.  It cannot be measured outside of social context.  We 
speak of value as if it were inherent within the object or commodity, and in doing so we create a 
metaphor, or mask a reality (Renfrew 1996: 158).  

As apparent throughout this essay, ethnographic accounts of exchange and consumption 
have expanded the understanding of value, through simply challenging existing theoretical 
stances or by means of offering alternative theorizations.  In addition to these, Nancy 
Munn’s work in The Fame of Gawa is exemplary of theoretically productive ethnography.  Her 
observations of Gawans involved in the kula trade ring provided a unique perspective on 
how value is produced: “For instance, for Gawans, giving food to overseas visitors has the 
capacity to yield not only return hospitality to Gawans, but also, in the long term, the 
acquisition of kula shells and renown” (Munn 1992: 8).  Gawan exchange is motivated, at 
least in part, by the “fame” that could result at some later time.  This leads Munn to the 
development of “sociocultural spacetime as the relevant potency and value 
parameter…where value may be characterized in terms of differential levels of 
spatiotemporal transformation” (9).  The notion of “relative expansive capacity” may be put 
more simply (though less potently) as potential with regard to the value of a specific object or 
action.  The value of exchange is not what is immediately received (if anything at all) but the 
potential value that that act and object could provide, as mediated through spacetime.  
Further ethnographic encounters with witchcraft assisted in the formulation of negative and 
positive value.  Using the food-offering example, the gift of food may provide positive value, 
while consumption is understood in negative terms: “That is to say, consumption is the 
center of negative transformations: On the one hand, consumption of food cannot in and of 
itself produce positively transformative value; on the other hand consumption by witches 
goes beyond this negativity in actually destroying or subverting positive value” (13).  Her 
work goes on to produce ideas about the relationship between value production and status, 
the body, and communal activity, all of which can relate back to non-traditional societies and 
more general theories.  In fact, it is precisely because of her work on non-capitalistic, non-
industrialized society that new insights can be derived, as long as it is not taken as a more 
pristine, primitive form of a “more complex” society (indeed, Miller’s (1987) theory on mass 
consumption as culture relied upon Munn’s work, along with Hegel, Marx, and Simmel, 
because of the “significance of the distinction with respect to industrialization and material 
produce” (50)). 
 
Drawing heavily upon the work of Munn, though it “has been little taken up by other 
scholars” (Graeber 2001: 46), Graeber sees the potential for reconciling the economism of 
desire at the individual level, as in Simmel, with the notion of “meaningful difference” as 
apparent in linguistic approaches.  Both represent particularly static forms, “having a difficult 
time accounting for ongoing processes of change and transformation.  Economism tends to 
reduce all action to exchange; Saussureans have trouble dealing with action of any sort” 
(2001: 46).  For Munn, value arises as action, where objects and other forms are instantiated 
with invisible “potency.”  
 

Rather than having to choose between the desirability of objects and the importance of human 
relations, one can now see both as refractions of the same thing.  Commodities have to be produced 
(and yes, they also have to be moved around, exchanged, consumed…), and social relations have to 
be created and maintained; all of this requires an investment of human time and energy, intelligence, 
concern.  If one sees value as a matter of the relative distribution of that , then one has a common 



denominator…Value becomes…the way people represent the importance of their own actions to 
themselves: normally as reflected in one or another socially recognized form.  But it is not the forms 
themselves that are the source of value. (2001: 45-47)  

This notion directly conflicts with Vogel’s and Cagan’s notion of value, and it seemingly has 
the potential to overcome some of the difficulties in their formulations. 
 
As mentioned above, Vogel and Cagan speak of adding, injecting, and embedding value into 
objects.  They quite patently posit value as contained within objects—products have value as 
formulated by teams of engineers, designers, and marketers, and made by manufacturers.  
Their caveat being, the value of the objects is socially and situationally defined and can 
quickly change. 
 

“VOs [Value Opportunities] are a representation of the SET Factors [Social, Economic, and 
Technology] at a given point in time.  SET Factors are dynamic.  If the company does not keep a 
sense of the pulse of change in the target market as the SET Factors and VOs change, an Upper Right 
product today can easily become a Lower Left product tomorrow when a competitor recognizes the 
new SET Factors and creates a product to meet a more current POG [Product Opportunity Gap]. 
(2002: 79)   

In some sense value is seen as an absolute with identifiable characteristics, yet at the same 
time it seems fleeting and mercurial.  How can this be?  What was the value of an American 
flag at 8:00am EST on September 11th, 2001 versus, say, two hours later?  Certainly the 9/11 
tragedy is a severe instance, but it strikes me as a difficult argument to make for eternally 
fleeting and ultimately instantaneous absolutes3.  Can we really say that anything is inherently 
good, bad, valuable, or invaluable?  As Vogel and Cagan point out themselves, context—
“The Time and Place for Value Opportunities”—is key.  Water is life to the dehydrated, yet 
death to the drowning. For most, human life—one’s own—has the utmost value; yet, the 
world is quite familiar with suicide as well as parents, soldiers, and public servants who quite 
willingly make the “ultimate” sacrifice for children, country, and cause.   
 
By placing Vogel and Cagan in debate with Graeber I hope to give Industrial Design another 
point of departure, from which it might construct new ideas of how to design objects that 
ultimately produce value for others.  Vogel and Cagan do such an excellent job of providing 
a framework and system for designers to practice their craft, I wonder what their work 
would look like if it extended from a theory of value as action. “Since products enable an 
experience for the user, the better the experience, the greater the value of the product to the 
consumer” (2002: 62).  If consumers are interested in experiences rather than objects (and 
this rightly marks a giant leap forward for Industrial Design), it seems that such a 
reformulation of value as action may serve these ends.  Indeed Vogel and Cagan have made 
this point themselves: “The interaction of the product with the user and the quality of the 
resulting activity summarize the overall user experience…The goal is to understand how to 
create a product that facilitates a positive user experience” (2002: 180, emphasis added). 
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