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“The very best kind of micro-ethnography. Miller writes better —
and with more insight and compassion — than most novelists.’
Kate Fox, author of Watching the English

‘An outstanding piece of work: a fine example of modern anthro-
pological fieldwork, a powerful corrective to the banal notion that
materialism is synonymous with excessive individualism and,
perhaps above all, an informed, sensitive, and wholly sympathetic
guide to the human diversity to be found through the keyholes of
our capital city.’

Laurie Taylor, Independent

‘A wonderful and unusual antidote to the fear that humanity and
individuality is losing its battle with modern consumerism. In his
book, even the most trivial product of consumerism can be ren-
dered almost magical by its owners.’

Financial Times

‘Daniel Miller’s moving account, The Comfort of Things, is a
stout defence of that pejorative notion: “only sentimental value”.
He builds up a tapestry of the variety of ways in which people use
things to express themselves and make meaning in their lives. The
nondescript, the ordinary, can be invested with great value. In
Miller’s account, people knit rich associations with objects, caring
for each, using them to express relationships.’

Guardian

Stuff

‘[Stuff] really is a little gem. Timely, well-written and highly acces-
sible, it is a concise and grounded resource in the struggle to
analyse the complexities of contemporary cultural life . . . For
undergraduates and general critical readers alike, it will be a
welcome and thought-provoking reminder that the material world
of things we have created, and which in turn helps to create us,
needs to be understood dialectically — for better and for worse.’
Times Higher Education



‘[Tlhere are fascinating things here: a seven-page description of
how a woman who wears a sari navigates daily life through the
garment; a portrait of council tenants as “artists” redecorating
their flats in different ways; and analyses of fashion, furnishing
and “mobile phone relationships” in Jamaica. When Miller is
focused on the details, the writing hums with empathetic colour
and detail.’

Guardian

Au Pair (with Zuzana Burikova)

‘Au Pair is a ripping good read, full of salacious details of the
indignities of trying to live and work as a foreigner in middle-class
London households.’

Times Higher Education

With its fine-grained ethnographic detail, skilfully presented in
vivid prose, this book illuminates every aspect of the hopes, fanta-
sies and frustrations that constitute the frequently troubled ties
and misunderstandings between au pairs and their employers. A
huge pleasure to read, Au Pair provides a definitive, indispensable
text for addressing this increasingly prevalent facet of family life,
with its own suggestions for improving the lives of both au pairs
and the families in which they reside.’

Lynne Segal, author of Why Feminisms

The Theory of Shopping

‘Miller begins with an excellent and sensitive ethnography of
shopping firmly rooted among his own native north Londoners. It
is a fine example of what an anthropologist can achieve at home.’

Times Higher Education

‘His dempystification of what appears to be, on the surface,
straightforward juggling of cost, quantity and quality is absorbing
reading.’

Will Self, New Statesman and Society
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Preface

Facebook, now in the sixth year of existence, has overtaken Google
to become the most visited site on the internet. According to the
company’s statistics,! there are currently over 500 million active
users, of whom half log on during any given day. Every month sees
three billion photos posted and every day sees 60 million status
updates. The average user has 130 friends and spends just under
an hour a day on the site. These are about the last figures you will
encounter in reading this book. While we can all sit amazed by
such statistics, this volume looks to the other end of the spectrum —
the particular individuals, their friends and their families who use
the site. It is an anthropological enquiry into the consequences of
social networking for ordinary people. How have their lives been
changed by the experience of using Facebook? What impact does
it have on the relationships they really care about? Does Facebook
approximate some kind of community? How does it change the
way we see ourselves? Why are people seemingly so unconcerned
with this loss of privacy?

One problem is the tendency to assume the origins of the site will
necessarily dictate its future. We know that Facebook was invented
for use by students in colleges. Yet that fact barely impinges upon
the contents of this book. 2010 was the year in which we could
start to see why Facebook might eventually have more importance

I www.facebook.com/press/info.php?statistics (accessed 27 July 2010).
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for an elderly person who is housebound, and has no other means
of effective socialization, than for a student. So the focus will be on
what Facebook seems to be becoming rather than what it initially
has been. Because Facebook started in the US, most of the research
on its impact has been within the US. But today it is a global site
where over 70 per cent of its users live outside the US and research
needs to encompass this increasing diversity.

There are good reasons to view Facebook through an anthro-
pological lens. After all, one definition of anthropology might be
that while other academic disciplines treat people as individuals,
anthropology has always treated people as part of a wider set of
relationships. Indeed, prior to the invention of the internet, it was
the way the individual was understood in anthropology that might
have been termed a social networking site. So a new facility actu-
ally called a social networking site ought to be of particular inter-
est to an anthropologist. On 21 April 2010, Mike Zuckerberg,
the founder of Facebook, announced at the F8 conference a new
phase in the development of the site. The words he used were ‘we
are building toward a web where the default is social.”? Given that
for a century we have imagined that participation in community
and social relations was in decline, this reversal of previous trends
seems both astonishing and particularly relevant to the premise
and future of anthropology.

Anthropology has a rather peculiar way of engaging with global
phenomena. As Facebook has spread, it has also become increas-
ingly diverse. So, from an anthropological perspective, it could
be said that there is no longer any such thing as Facebook. There
are only the particular genres of use that have developed for dif-
ferent peoples and regions. This volume is set in Trinidad, a place
chosen specifically to dislodge the assumption that however people
in the UK or the US use Facebook, that is Facebook. Trinidad is
sufficiently distinctive to force us to engage with the comparative
dimensions of Facebook’s emergent heterogeneity. The inten-
tion is that for most readers this displacement from their usual
setting will actually make this book more, rather than less, effec-
tive at helping them consider the impact also on their own lives.
Although Trinidad is the setting, the focus is on particular indi-
viduals whose dilemmas and concerns will be familiar to most of

2 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/technology/8590306.stm (accessed 22 April 2010).
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us. They help us to appreciate the effects Facebook can have on a
marriage, understand what teenagers do all day long and how we
decide whether information on Facebook should be regarded as a
kind of truth about another person or just a facade.

Trinidad is a Caribbean island within sight of Venezuela. It is one
of the two islands that make up the state of Trinidad and Tobago.
Since this research is limited to Trinidad, it refers to Trinis rather
than the common local expression of Trinbagonian. Trinidad is
just under 5,000 sq. km, i.e. you can drive around it in a day. The
indigenous population was largely wiped out by Spanish colonial-
ists. After subsequent French and British rule, it became independ-
ent in 1962. The population of around 1.3 million is composed of
around 40 per cent descended from former African slaves, 40 per
cent descended from former South Asian indentured labourers,
with the remainder having widespread origins, including China,
Madeira and Lebanon.

I have been carrying out fieldwork in Trinidad intermittently for
over twenty years and have written three previous volumes about
the island. This book is based on a year’s observation of Trinis on
Facebook itself, in addition to spending two months in December
2009 and January 2010 carrying out fieldwork within Trinidad.
The study of Facebook arose alongside a larger research project,
carried out with Mirca Madianou of Cambridge University, on the
impact of new media on long-distance communication. Current
figures® give a Facebook penetration in Trinidad of 26 per cent, of
which 54 per cent are female. One analysis of these figures* sug-
gests that, taking users as a proportion of persons with internet
access, Trinidad may be second in the world after Panama. During
fieldwork, Facebook was found to be ubiquitous amongst those of
high school and college age, with the exception of very low income
areas.

The first part of this book consists of twelve portraits. These
are all based on research but, with one exception, I have made
extensive changes in detail and combined materials from different
participants within individual portraits in order to protect the ano-
nymity of those who participated in the study. The writing style

3 www.facebakers.com/countries-with-facebook/TT/ (accessed 2 August 2010).

* http://thekillerattitude.com/2008/06/facebook-statistics-and-google-motion.html
(accessed 29 March 2010).
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is taken more from short story composition than from academic
genre. It includes an element of travelogue and is intended to be
an enjoyable read. For those who are engaging with this book
largely for academic purposes, this may require some patience.
The second part of the book is more analytical and uses the mate-
rial from the first part to draw academic conclusions, though I
hope this part also remains both readable and of interest to a non-
academic readership. This section starts with a brief discussion of
what makes Facebook Trinidadian. There follows an attempt to
address Facebook in its more general and global aspects through
15 tentative theses about what Facebook may be turning out to
be.’ Finally the book ends with a more theoretical excursion, an
extended comparison between Facebook and a classic anthro-
pological study of an island off the coast of New Guinea. By the
nature of this social networking beast, we can assume that these
observations will become outdated as Facebook evolves or is
replaced. What remains is an anthropological study of people as
social networking sites.

Why Trinidad?

On opening the pages and realizing that this is a volume principally
about Facebook in Trinidad, the casual reader might be forgiven for
assuming that it must therefore also be a book about some version
of globalization or Americanization. That Trinidad is some poor
peripheral island buffeted by the storms that emanate from the
great powers. So the ‘real’, the ‘proper’ Facebook is that which we
find in the US, where it was invented, while other places are reduced
to inauthentic copies. This is a common perspective, especially in
cultural studies and sociology, but I have always viewed anthropol-
ogy as a place where things could and should be seen differently.
My own stance was made clear in the previous books I have
published about Trinidad. The most obvious precedent was a
book about the internet.® Our starting point was that there is no

5 The focus remains on users. For a study of the company itself and a history of Facebook,
the most authoritative guide to date is Kirkpatrick, D. (2010), The Facebook Effect.
London: Virgin Books.

¢ Miller, D. and Slater, D. (2000), The Internet: An Ethnographic Approach. Oxford:
Berg.
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such thing as the internet. Different people were using different
combinations of web-surfing, emailing, instant messaging and so
forth. The internet was whatever any particular group of users had
made it into. No one population was more ‘proper’ or ‘authentic’
than any others. For an anthropologist studying in Trinidad, the
internet itself was something created by what Trinidadians do
online. From which point we then try and understand why each
place produces the internet that we find there. My starting point
is that Trinidad is the centre of the world, not some inauthentic
periphery. Similarly, I once published a paper called Coca-Cola:
A Black Sweet Drink from Trinidad because the meaning and
connotations of this drink, how it is mixed with rum, how its dis-
tinction from red sweet drinks reflects the local ethnic differences
within Trinidad — these are what makes the drink significant for
Trinidad, not its origins in the US. The advantage of this approach
is firstly to contest overgeneralization. In another book,” I showed
how even business itself operates in quite specific ways in Trinidad
that are not exactly as predicted in business-school models. But
this also showed that the word capitalism is used too glibly. That
various forms of business and finance often work in ways that con-
flict with each other. The book also made the point that the biggest
transnational companies in Trinidad were in fact Trinidadian and
dominated much of the Caribbean, even selling into Florida.
These are the reasons why in this volume I will often refer
to Fasbook, the local term, rather than Facebook. While Mark
Zuckerberg may have created an interface called Facebook, it
is the creativity of Trinidadians that produces Fasbook. As it
happens, I have always been in awe of the creativity and intel-
ligence of Trinidadians. The conversation between two Trinis
strikes me as likely to be more articulate, funny and profound
than in any other country I have been in (Trinis are not modest, a
lot of them would say just the same thing). When Trinis migrated
in recent decades to the UK, it was almost invariably as lawyers,
doctors and other professionals. They expect to be more success-
ful than the local population and they usually are. This too can be
misleading since there are really two Trinidads. There are those
Trinis who pass the early highly competitive examinations and
are trained in one of the prestige high schools. These children

7 Miller, D. (1997), Capitalism: An Ethnographic Approach. Oxford: Berg.
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generally score so well in exams that they expect to be offered a
full scholarship to a US college of their choice if they should want
one. Most of the extraordinary array of internationally known
Trinidadian intellectuals, such as C. L. R. James or V. S. Naipaul
came from such schools and, as those names show, they come
equally from the populations of African and Indian origin. The
majority of the population, however, do not make it into these
schools and don’t have the same opportunities in life — although,
having spent much time working in low-income communities of
squatters, I still find them more impressive in terms of general
knowledge and entrepreneurial activity than their equivalent from
any other country I know.

This is one of the reasons I tend to study new communication
technologies in Trinidad. I anticipate that Trinidadian usage will
not just be distinctive but also in some ways ahead of the game.
That while innovation in Facebook as infrastructure will come
from the company, ideas about what one can do with Facebook
may arise first in a place such as Trinidad. There are historical
reasons why Trinidad has a particular grasp on the possibilities
of being modern. This is partly because the very rupture created
by slavery and indentured labour created a subsequent sense of
freedom that was different from the conservatism that emerged
from more gradual changes in class and the peasantry in other
regions. It has also done no harm that Trinidad was not just one
of the world’s first oil-producing countries but used the money to
invest in educational infrastructure. So, to conclude, I am hoping
that, given the time lag it takes for publishing a book, some of
the already apparent trends described here for Trinidad may well
match those starting to become evident in slower-moving places
such as London or Los Angeles. We shall see.
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Glossary

This provides approximate meanings of some common terms in
Trinidad and Facebook. It does not deal with the examples of
current youth dialect found in the volume. I have also tended
to exclude terms that are clearly defined when first encountered
within the text.

bacchanal: Disorder that derives from scandal and gossip. A word
often used to describe Trinidadian culture in general

boi (boy): Hey you (male or female)

boldface: A kind of expressive bravado. Don’t just misbehave,
flaunt it

comment: A facility in Facebook where an individual responds to
another’s posting

calypso: Traditional Trinidad songs often based on social and
political satire or protest

cuss: To swear at or curse
David Rudder: One of the greatest calypso singers

East Indian (Indo-Trinidadian): Around 40 per cent of the current
population of Trinidad who came from India, originally as
indentured labourers, to work the sugar plantations after the
abolition of slavery
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Eid: The most important Muslim festival of the year
FarmVille: The most popular game within Facebook

fete: The main term used for parties, especially the pre-Carnival
parties dominated by Soca music

fas: Trying to find out about another person’s business with inap-
propriate speed

friending: To ask someone to be a Facebook friend. But tradition-
ally in Trinidad to be having sex with, or to be in a visiting, i.e.
non-cohabiting, relationship with

‘Go Brave’: ‘Just Do It’ (without the Nike)
gyul (girl): Hey you (definitely female)
horning: Adultery

IM (or instant messenger): A means to engage in private, text
based, turn taking, communication

lagniappe: A little extra one gives to the customers . . . just because

like: On Facebook when a person posts a status or news update, a
friend can either choose to comment or press the ‘to like’ button
signifying their approval

lime: A characteristically Trinidadian form of socialization, origi-
nally often based on hanging around street corners and implying
spontaneity in both social composition and subsequent trajec-
tory

LOL: Internet speak for ‘laughing out loud’

maco: To be nosy or to spend time finding out about other peoples
private business. So also a ‘macotious’ person

mas: Being a masquerader in Carnival. Also Mas Camp where
carnival costumes are made for each band

mash up: To destroy

maxi-taxi: A small bus that travels on set routes. The most popular
form of public transport in Trinidad

MSN: Windows Messenger Service, a popular form of IM
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MySpace: One of the most successful social networking sites prior
to Facebook

netiquette: The norms of behaviour that people come to feel
appropriate to internet use

palance: Partying and having a good time. Massively over used in
2009 because of a soca tune with that name

pan: The music of steelband. Panyard — the place where they prac-
tise

parang: The Spanish-inflected music associated with Christmas

PNM: The People’s National Party, the party associated with Eric
Williams, the founder of independent Trinidad. In power during
the period of fieldwork, and generally more associated with the
Afro-Trinidadian than the Indo-Trinidadian population

posting: In 2009, the two main kinds of textual posting, that is,
the ‘status updates’ and ‘news items’, were effectively combined

profile pictures: The picture that appears at the top left of an
individual’s Facebook page and accompanies their postings and
comments

remediation: The way material in an established media becomes
reconfigured as content in a new media (see Bolter, G. and
Grusin, R. (2000), Remediation: Understanding New Media.
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.)

slight pepper: Some pepper sauce, but not much
soca: A blend of calypso with various forms of popular music

steups: A disparaging sound made by sucking your teeth between
drawn cheeks

tag: To put a name to a Facebook photo image such that everyone
linked to that name becomes aware of the photo. Thus to detag
is to de-link the name

TT$: A Trinidadian dollar. At the time of fieldwork, the exchange
rate was approximately TT$10 per £1 or TT$7 per US$1

UTT: The University of Trinidad and Tobago, founded in 2004
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UWI: The University of the West Indies that includes a campus in
St Augustine, Trinidad, established in 1960

wall: The place on a Facebook site where status and news updates
are posted

wining: A dance form, based on gyrations around the waist, asso-
ciated with soca music. Typically men (try to) wine behind a
woman
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1

Marriage Dun Mash Up

For a moment my eyes are diverted from the screen to glance
outside the window where, in the middle distance, hovers a red
bird-feeder like a mini-spaceship. The movement that caught my
attention was the ubiquitous bananaquit with its yellow belly.
It was soon followed by the even brighter green honeycreeper.
These feeders are common in Trinidad and if you are lucky in the
morning you may spy the iridescent purple-blue of a humming-
bird. The birds here rival a coral reef in their strong palette. It’s
hard sometimes to concentrate on the screen in front of me since
this office is set in the midst of a cocoa estate near the centre of
the island. The large clear windows are intended to give a pano-
ramic view of the surrounding environment. Earlier in the day I
spotted an iguana, complementing the sighting the day before, in
the forest, of an agouti which looks like a cross between a rat and
a hog.

These days I am more likely to examine such wildlife through
my television screen in London, viewed on nature programmes
where the content typically oscillates between one species eating
another alive and two of the same species mating. Today, by con-
trast, the natural environment is looking quite tame and sedate,
while here on the screen I was about to bear witness to the fero-
cious tearing apart of something else. Sitting here, I was to watch
unfold in front or me the evidence that Facebook can destroy
someone’s marriage. As time went on, [ was to become increasingly



