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Abstract 
Commodification is a widely used and inconsistently defined concept. Incon-
sistent definitions of commodification, this paper observes, exist because al-
ternative outcomes and consequences of converting relational goods into 
commodities are confused with the definition of commodification-social ex-
changes that convert relational goods into commodities. Distinguishing be-
tween alternative outcomes and consequences of commodification and the 
definition of commodification allows us to rationalize inconsistent definitions 
of commodification. In rationalizing inconsistent definitions of commodifica-
tion, it is important to distinguish between commodities (goods valued for 
their ability to satisfy physical needs) and relational goods (goods valued at 
least in part for their connections to people which enables them to satisfy so-
cio-emotional needs). The process of commodification is described as relo-
cating relational goods from the humanistic sphere and relocating them in the 
commodity sphere. 
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1. Introduction 

Accurate communication and scientific cooperation across the social sciences 
depend on consistent definitions of commonly used terms. One commonly used 
term which seems to be in demand is “commodification”. Its usage spans discip-
lines and topics. Yet, it appears to be in an identity crisis because it is defined 
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inconsistently. Generally speaking, commodification refers to human exchanges 
involving commodities. However, social scientists writing in different social 
science disciplines disagree about the conditions that give rise to human ex-
changes and the objects exchanged. As a result, they define human exchanges 
involving commodities inconsistently.  

At the heart of commodification is social exchange theory. Homans [1] de-
fined social exchange theory as a social activity in which tangible and intangible 
objects are exchanged between at least two persons. Blau [2] and Emerson [3] 
later noted that social exchanges may result in both social and economic out-
comes.  

This paper accepts the general premise of social exchange theories, that social 
life is a series of human exchanges. However, to resolve the inconsistent defini-
tions of commodification, this paper distinguishes between the kinds of goods 
exchanged: relational goods and commodities. Distinguishing between relational 
goods and commodities in social exchanges allow us to rationalize inconsisten-
cies in the five most salient definitions of commodification.  

To resolve inconsistencies in the definition of commodification, the remaind-
er of this paper is organized as follows. First, we distinguish between commodi-
ties and relational goods. Second, we review the five most salient commodifica-
tion definitions employed across the social sciences, noting that the definition 
really describes commodification outcomes. Third we propose a definition of 
commodification whose core idea originated with Marx. Fourth, we note that all 
of the outcomes described in the most salient definitions of commodification are 
consistent with the definition of commodification proposed in this paper. Fifth, 
as a complement to the proposed definition of commodification, we describe the 
concept of “two spheres” where commodities and relational goods reside to de-
scribe the commodification process. In the summary section, this paper claims 
that distinguishing between the definition of commodification and the outcomes 
or consequences of commodification eliminates the inconsistency surrounding 
the term commodification and promotes interdisciplinary communication and 
cooperation. 

2. Commodities and Relational Goods 
2.1. What Is a Commodity? 

The term commodity was once widely associated with useful human traits such 
as the “commodity” of patience. In recent times, there is no longer a consistent 
definition of what constitutes a commodity. It can mean an economic good, a 
raw material, an article of commerce, a mass produced and undifferentiated 
product, or a good that is widely available and has a low profit margin.  

Robison and Oliver [4] defined commodities as mostly physical goods and 
services whose value is associated with their ability to satisfy mostly physical 
needs. And because they are valued for their mostly physical properties, other 
goods with the same physical properties are near-perfect substitutes. Further-
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more, because the value of commodities depends on their physical properties, 
their value is not dependent on who produced, exchanged, consumed, or pre-
served them. Finally, the value of commodities can be certified by proper inspec-
tion and are usually exchanged under similar terms. 

2.2. What Is a Relational Good? 

The concept of a relational good is shared across the social sciences. The nature 
of relational goods has been discussed by Uhlaner [5], Gui and Sugden [6], Gui 
and Stanca [7], Becchetti, Pelloni, and Rossetti [8] and Luigino and Stanca [9]. 
The essence of relational goods is that at least part of their value depends on 
their connection to people and relationships between people and the social en-
vironment in which they are exchanged. There is a socio-emotional component 
to relational goods because their value derives at least in part from their ability 
to satisfy socio-emotional needs. Thus, a concise definition of a relational good 
is one’s whose value depends in part on its connections to people. However, 
there are several relevant characteristics of relational goods that merit elabora-
tion.  

2.3. The Production of Relational Goods 

In mainstream economics, the production of commodities employs manufac-
tured capital (tools and implements), natural capital, human capital, and finan-
cial capital. All of these contribute to the creation of a good or service valued for 
its mostly observable physical properties. In contrast, relational goods are pro-
duced in sympathetic, empathetic, trusting, and high regard relationships re-
ferred to here and by others as social capital. While there are other definitions of 
social capital, many of these do not satisfy the requirement of being capital or 
social. Instead they focus on where social capital lives (networks), what it can 
produce (cooperation), the rules that organize its use (institutions) and how to 
produce it [10]. These concepts related to social capital and others, Robison and 
Flora [11] included in what they referred to as the social capital paradigm. 

2.4. Tangible and Intangible Relational Goods 

Relational goods may be tangible or intangible. Social capital rich exchange 
partners who empathize, sympathize, trust, and have high regard for others 
produce intangible relational goods called socio-emotional goods (SEGs), which 
are capable of satisfying socio-emotional needs. While there is no universally 
accepted list of socio-emotional needs SEGs are expected to satisfy, generally ac-
cepted needs include the need for internal validation or self-actualization, the 
need for external validation, the need for connectedness (belonging, love and 
friendship), and the need for knowing [12] [13].  

When SEGs become embedded in or associated with commodities and other 
objects, they create an attachment value for the object in addition to its value 
connected to its physical properties. The result of embedding objects with SEGs 
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is the creation of a relational good referred to as an attachment value good 
(AVG) that may be tangible or intangible. Though not always called by that 
name, AVGs are abundant in social life: wedding rings, meaningful songs, family 
photos, hometowns, artifacts in museums, religious symbols, mementos of emo-
tionally charged experiences, and prized family heirlooms. Because agents pro-
duce SEGs and AVGs in social capital rich relationships, SEGs and AVGs are 
referred to here as relational goods. 

2.5. Exchanges of Commodities and Relational Goods 

Consistent with distinctions between commodities and relational goods are the 
possibilities of three categories of exchanges: commodities exchanged for other 
commodities, relational goods exchanged for other relational goods, and ex-
changes of commodities and relational goods. It is the latter category of ex-
changes that appears to be at the core of the five salient commodification defini-
tions that are reviewed next. 

3. Five Commodification Definitions and Outcomes 

We now identify at least five distinct definitions of commodification described 
in the academic literature. These include: (D1) exchanges through which capi-
talism redefines something in terms of its extrinsic, measurable characteristics 
[14] [15] [16] [17]; (D2) exchanges that create or enlarge a commodity or con-
sumer culture [18] [19] [20] [21] [22]; (D3) exchanges through which something 
“human” or “inalienable” becomes valued for its commodity exchange value in a 
market [23]-[28]; (D4) exchanges through which a product becomes undifferen-
tiated in a market setting [29]; and (D5) neoliberal and globalism exchanges mo-
tivated by the economic advantages of international trade [27] [30]. 

The most pronounced definitional inconsistencies exist between D2 (commo-
dification as an increase in consumer culture) and D4 (commodification as ex-
changes in which products become undifferentiated). Indeed, the inconsistencies 
between definitions D2 and D4 have led some to refer to D4 by a variant of the 
term commodification: “commoditization” [29].  

Definitions must take the form A equals B where A and B are equivalent con-
cepts or things. Technically, D1 through D5 are not definitions but descriptions 
of alternative outcomes or consequences of converting relational goods into 
commodities. Definition D1 describes the outcome or consequence of commo-
dification as a shift in the perception one has of another person or object. Defi-
nition D2 describes the outcome or consequence of commodification as a cul-
tural shift that alters the view of what is considered an exchange of commodities. 
Definition D3 describes the outcome or consequence of commodification as 
when a previously unsalable object being exchanged in a commodity market set-
ting. Definition D4 describes the outcome or consequence of commodification 
as impersonally produced products without connections to a person(s) replaces 
goods once valued because of their unique connections to artisans and persona-
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lized production processes. Finally, definition D5 describes the outcome or con-
sequence of commodification as relationships between nations coming to be 
viewed and valued for their commodity exchange possibilities. 

3.1. Commodification Defined 

We propose that commodification be defined as social exchanges that convert 
relational goods into commodities. Marx, apparently, had such a commodifica-
tion definition in mind when he wrote: commodification reduces the relational 
aspect of an exchange (human interaction) to mere commodity relations [31]. So 
credit Marx with the commodification definition proposed here. Our task is to 
demonstrate that the commodification definition proposed by Marx and elabo-
rated here is consistent with the commodification outcomes described in Table 
1. In other words, the claim here is that each of the commodification outcomes 
described in D1 through D5 results from processes in which a relational good 
whose value previously was determined by its connections to people and places 
and events involving people, has become valued as a commodity for its observa-
ble (physical) properties that are independent of relationships. 

3.2. Importance of Setting 

Before demonstrating that the outcomes described in D1 through D5 are consis-
tent with the commodification definition proposed above, we explain that dif-
ferent human exchange settings can produce different commodification out- 
comes. Consider how the different settings described in D1 through D5 produce 
 

Table 1. Restates the definitions of and provides examples of commodification outcomes consistent with each definition. 

1. Definitions of and examples of outcomes of commodification consistent with each definition of commodification 

Definitions Discussion and examples 

(D1) Exchanges through which capitalism 
redefines something in terms of its extrinsic, 
measurable characteristics. 

Exchanges in which the value of relational goods attributed to their connection to a person(s) are 
ignored and instead goods are valued for their physical properties that can be exchanged in arm’s 
length markets. For example, this process can be observed at estate sales when goods once partially 
valued for their connections to people are valued only for their physical properties. 

(D2) Exchanges in which a commodity  
culture is created or enlarged. 

Settings in which people view commodity exchanges as increasingly important. Furthermore, as the 
commodity culture expands, the value of commodities exchanged depends increasingly of their 
physical properties traded in arm’s length markets. For example, care of the elderly was once viewed 
as an exchange of relational goods. Increasingly, the care of the elderly is reduced to an economic 
exchange of money for services. 

(D3) Exchanges through which something 
“human” or “inalienable” becomes valued 
for its exchangeability in a market 

Exchanges in which buying/selling something previously deemed “unsalable” because of its relational 
nature comes to be viewed as a commodity in which its value depends only on its observable  
(mostly physical) properties. Examples include the sale of body parts, prostitution, and slavery. 

(D4) Exchanges through which a product 
becomes undifferentiated in a market setting 

Production processes (a type of exchange) and products that once could be associated with a  
particular skilled artisan are produced in processes in which the product can no longer be identified 
with a particular individual. For example, violins and some furniture were once produced in cottage 
industries by individuals known to the buyers. Now violins and furniture (with some exceptions)  
are no longer identified with a specific individual. 

(D5) Neoliberal globalism ideas associated 
with laissez-faire economics are applied to 
exchanges in international trading settings 

International trade exchanges in which the products including relational goods are viewed as  
commodities and exchanged for money which lead countries to value their relationships with  
other nations in terms of their commodity exchange potential. 
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different commodification outcomes consistent with the definition of commodi-
fication proposed above.  

In D1, the commodification setting is a capitalistic arm’s length market in 
which goods are valued for their observable and mostly physical characteristics 
where exchanges are motivated by selfish preferences for commodities which 
convert relational goods into commodities. In D2, the commodification setting 
is impersonal production processes produces products not identified with per-
sons. In this setting more efficient means of production produce commodities 
that replace relational goods once produced in cottage and personalized produc-
tion processes. In D3, the setting is a culture in which persons value efficiency 
and other commodity considerations over relational characteristics of goods. In 
this setting, social distances increase to the point that social interaction is largely 
determined by commodity desired outcomes. Thus people meet more to ex-
change commodities than to invest in social capital and exchange relational 
goods. In D4, the setting is one of economic exigencies and opportunities which 
induce persons to exchange what once they viewed as a relational good for 
commodities. In this case, the dominant need or perceived need is for commodi-
ties and exchanges of relational goods are replaced by commodities. In D5, the 
setting in international in which weakening interpersonal ties between persons 
in different countries, reducing their view of each other’s country as having val-
ue only as potential commodity trading partners. In this setting, the tie between 
countries and cultures is advantages from commodity exchanges.  

3.3. Commodification as Exchange 

Earlier, we gave a provisional definition of commodification and now recom-
mend that commodification be defined as social exchanges that convert rela-
tional goods into commodities. In support of this definition, we note that the 
outcomes or consequences of commodification described in D1 through D5 are 
consistent with the notion that the commodification process consists of human 
exchanges that convert a relational good into a commodity.  

(D1) Social exchanges through which capitalism redefines a relational good 
into something defined by its extrinsic, measurable characteristics. Through ca-
pitalism, values of efficiency and market exchange in order to accumulate wealth 
became more widespread [32]. As noted by Veblen [33], and Adorno and 
Horkheimer [18] this resulted in an increasing number of objects coming to be 
regarded in terms of their value in a commodity-oriented system.  

In short, things that were once valued as relational goods now take on a new 
kind of valuation—one that reduces its worth to just a handful of commodi-
ty-oriented characteristics (in the fashion of hedonics).  

(D2) Social exchanges that creates/enlarges the commodity culture. This out-
come refers quite literally to social exchanges that make commodities more im-
portance in people’s lives. Consequently, the definition of commodification as 
converting relational goods into commodities is compatible with this process.  
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(D3) Social exchanges through which something “human” or “inalienable” 
becomes valued for its exchangeability in a market. This commodification out-
come describes any number of social exchanges in which relational goods come 
to be viewed as commodities in the sense that human thoughts, labor or even 
rights come to be seen as salable. Sandel [34] compiled a list of such commodi-
fying exchanges that includes paying commodities (money) for: a prison cell 
upgrade; someone to apologize for you behaving badly; the services of an Indian 
surrogate mother; the right to exceed the posted speed limit; the right to tattoo a 
casino ad on the forehead of a single mother; the privilege of immigrating into 
the United States; admission to a prestigious university; a ticket to a congres-
sional hearing; concierge health care; human lab rats for drug trials—payment 
increases with the riskiness of the drug; blood; human organs; and the right to 
pollute.  

In short, converting a relational good into a commodity, even by degrees, is 
consistent with exchanges in which previously unsalable (relational) things are 
valued and exchanged for commodities.  

(D4) Social exchanges in which products becoming undifferentiated. This de-
finition has largely not been regarded as commodification exchanges. Further-
more, it is referred to as commoditization rather than commodification. Still, “a 
product becoming undifferentiated” fits the commodification definition pro-
posed in this paper. To be specific, physically identical commodity objects can be 
differentiated by imbuing them with socio-emotional goods that transform the 
commodity into a relational good differentiated by the relationships involved in 
the transformation. Exchanges that reverse the process and which are sometimes 
referred to as commoditization are clearing consistent with the notion of com-
modification exchanges.  

To illustrate, advertising efforts are largely intended to associate or embed a 
generic product with SEGs (positive feelings about one’s own image or one’s re-
lationships with others, or simply positive feelings about the brand or company). 
Therefore, a commoditized good is one that has not been imbued with relational 
goods, or as the common business notion goes, a product that had its relational 
good component reduced.  

(D5) Exchanges that extend neoliberal globalism. Neoliberal globalism is an 
international level expression that implies putting commodity-orientation over 
broader humanistic issues—in other words, reducing the place of relational mo-
tives in international relations relative to the place of commodity motives.  

In the 1970s-1990s, the United States and other countries engaged in a sort of 
neocolonialism by offering aid to developing countries in exchange for their 
adopting policies that decreased nonmarket interventions and increased the 
power of the free market. The efficacy of this policy has been questioned. In 
Latin America, for example, the 1990s became known as the Lost Decade be-
cause of the economic and social consequences of such programs. Relevant to 
this paper is that even global neoliberalism fits the exchange perspective de-
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scribed in this paper, in effect reducing international relationships to commodity 
relations—converting relational goods to commodities.  

In short, we find that the social exchange definition of commodification (so-
cial exchanges that convert relational goods into commodities) is compatible 
with a variety of commodification outcomes.  

4. Exchanges between Two Spheres 
4.1. Two Spheres 

Building on Kant, Cohen [35] described where commodities and relational 
goods reside. He noted that there is a (virtual) sphere of humanity and a (virtual) 
sphere of everything else. We will refer to the first sphere as the humanistic 
sphere and the second sphere as the commodity sphere. We find this a useful 
complement to the commodification definition. 

In the one sphere, commodities are produced, consumed, preserved and ex-
changed. In the second sphere, relational goods are produced, consumed, pre-
served, and exchanged. The commodification process consists of removing a re-
lational good from the humanistic sphere and relocating it in the commodity 
sphere.  

To illustrate, the commodification of the environment usually means, sup-
planting the humanistic value of the environment with business interests that 
reduce its value to its commercial exchange value in an arm’s length market. Or 
we could describe the commodification of the environment as the process of 
removing environmental goods from the humanity sphere and relocating them 
in the commodity sphere. In the humanity sphere the environmental goods were 
valued for their connections to humanity and their ability to provide the setting 
for social exchanges. In the commodity sphere, the environmental goods were 
valued for their observable (physical) properties that could be observed and ex-
changed for goods of equivalent commodity value.  

4.2. Marx and Exchanges between the Two Spheres 

Marx described the role of exchanges in the commodification process. He wrote: 
“To become a commodity a product [a relational good] must be transferred to 
another, whom it will serve as a use value [a commodity], by means of an ex-
change” (in Appadurai, [36]). In the previous quote and elsewhere, Marx ap-
pears to recognize the difference between the commodity sphere and the hu-
manity sphere. For example, in referring to the commodification of labor, Marx 
and Engels noted: “The bourgeoisie has stripped of its halo every occupation hi-
therto honoured and looked up to with reverent awe” [31] and that “the bour-
geoisie has torn away from the family its sentimental veil, and has reduced the 
family relation into a mere money relation” [31]. In this effort to describe com-
modification, the focus appears to be on removing a good from the humanity 
sphere and relocating it in the commodity sphere through a market exchange of 
the good in question. 
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5. Other Commodification Outcomes and Processes 
5.1. Cohen’s Synthesis 

Cohen [35] attempted to rationalize the different commodification outcomes 
and consequences through a synthesis of concepts. He argued that one commo-
dification outcome occurs in human exchanges in which all that the buyer rece-
ives is a commodity. The commodity is what the buyer pays for and what the 
buyer receives. But if in the eyes of the seller, the object sold is valued in part 
because of its connections to persons which are not transferred to the buyer, 
then commodification has occurred.  

To illustrate, suppose a couple over their lifetimes have accumulated objects, 
which have become embedded with SEGs converting them to AVGs—relational 
goods. Then assume the couple dies and their objects are sold as commodities in 
as estate sale and the connection of the goods to the deceased couple is not con-
veyed. In this case, the relational goods once owned by the deceased couple have 
been commodified.  

Cohen also referenced Marx’s notion that commodification has occurred is an 
object’s value can be captured in a single measure (or set of measures). A related 
notion in economics is hedonics, in which the assertion is made that the price of 
an object is determined by a certain set of observable characteristics. This index 
is, of course, more easily formed if the properties of the good that give rise to the 
good’s value are tangible and observable, the hallmarks of a commodity. 

5.2. Commodification through Destination and Metamorphosis 

In another attempt to rationalize the description of commodification outcomes 
and processes, Maquette made a distinction between two types of commodifica-
tion processes. He called one type, commodification by destination and the latter 
type he called commodification by metamorphosis (in Appadurai [36]). Ma-
quette described commodification by destination as the process through which 
something is commodified through a physical exchange and commodification by 
metamorphosis as the process in which the regard for an object is changed.  

For example, buying a person could be thought of as commodification by des-
tination while someone that is treated like an object to be used for gain might be 
thought of as commodification even if no market exchange has taken place.  

We interpret Maquette’s view of commodification by destination and meta-
morphosis to mean that commodification can take place through a physical ex-
change of goods. Alternatively, and at other times, commodification can occur 
through changes in persons’ regard for the object (often by changing the nature 
of a relationship). To illustrate, think of two examples that could be said to 
commodify an engagement ring. Suppose a disagreement between an engaged 
couple loses their affections for each other and destroys the engagement ring’s 
attachment value—or in Marquette’s view, commodifies the ring through me-
tamorphosis.  

Next suppose, that financial exigencies lead the owner of an engagement ring 
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to a pawn shop where the ring is exchanged for an amount of money much less 
than the ring’s value to its owner. In this case, commodification has occurred 
through destination. Both commodification by metamorphosis and commodifi-
cation by destination would be viewed as exchanges and both processes can be 
said to commodify something.  

Maquette’s commodification by destination definition can be used to describe 
the commodification that occurred during the industrial revolution. Veblen [33], 
Lukács [37], Adorno & Horkheimer [18], Polanyi [38] and others (largely asso-
ciated with the Frankfurt school) noted that, as a result of the industrial revolu-
tion, everything included in one social life (including relationships) could be 
produced, bought, packaged up and sold for a price that depended on some eas-
ily identifiable external characteristics.  

In more recent times, commodification by metamorphosis has been used to 
describe the way society and consumerism act upon and transform each other in 
a way that commodify objects and people [39] [40] [41]. For example, there was 
a time when childcare in the United States was largely a relational good provided 
by (mostly) the mother to the child. Then as views about work and the home 
changed, childcare was converted from being viewed as a relational good to a 
commodity [42]. In short, a change in the way people interacted gave rise to so-
cial changes especially in the nature of relationships and a change in the way all 
aspects of social life came to be seen.  

Finally, reconsider Marquette’s notions of commodification by destination or 
by metamorphosis in the context of exchanges between two spheres. If an object 
is a relational good and resides in the humanity sphere and commodification by 
destination or metamorphosis occurs, then the relational good has become a 
commodity and commodification has occurred. Or using the framework of the 
two spheres, either through commodification by destination or by metamorpho-
sis, relational goods are removed from the humanity sphere and relocated in the 
commodity sphere. 

However, there are a two other issues that should be addressed in order to fa-
cilitate interdisciplinary collaboration and communication around the concept 
of commodification. These are 1) issues of perspective, ex ante and ex post, in 
commodification studies, and 2) the elaboration of the concept of decommodi-
fication in a way that is consistent with the concept of commodification as has 
been defined in this paper.  

6. Ex-Ante and Ex-post Commodification 

One strength of the commodification definition proposed in this paper is that it 
can consider multiple types of exchange that convert a relational good into a 
commodity. However, within the social science disciplines there appear to be 
some sort of competition to label some commodification outcomes as good and 
others bad.  

For example, some social advocates suggest that businesses often harm society 
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through commodification. Businesses, in contrast, go to some effort to convert 
commodities into relational goods which is the opposite of commodification 
according to our definition. One might ask, “Which side is correct?” The social 
exchange perspective illustrates that they both are—under certain conditions. 
Businesses stand to gain more by converting their commodities into relational 
goods in the eyes of their customers, but in so doing, they commodify relation-
ships. This is because businesses often imbue their otherwise generic products 
with ex ante notions about relationships derived from their product—having 
more friends, fitting in with certain people or “getting the girl”. While this does 
increase the relational content of the product for some and may provide en-
hanced customer experiences, it does so at the expense of relationships coming 
to be seen as something that can be bought in association with a commodity. In 
short, there is a sort of quid pro quo of commodification in which decommodi-
fying X by associating it with Y often commodifies Y in the process.  

7. Decommodification 

Logically it seems that decommodification should be seen as the opposite of 
commodification. However, this is not how decommodification has been viewed 
in the literature. Instead, decommodification is widely regarded as state power 
exerted over market power—providing welfare and other public services that 
people need to survive [43]. This view of decommodification, however, 
represents only one aspect of decommodification. We describe next an alterna-
tive view of decommodification that is consistent with the definition of commo-
dification proposed in this paper.  

This study proposes that to be consistent with the social exchange perspective 
of commodification and the commodification definition proposed in this paper, 
that decommodification be defined as social exchanges that convert commodi-
ties into relational goods, in effect removing them from the commodity sphere 
and relocating them in the humanistic sphere. Decommodification outcomes 
and consequences might include: valuing objects for their connections to people 
rather than valuing them for their exchange value as commodities in arm’s 
length markets; decreasing the commodity culture; making something common 
and exchanged in arm’s length markets—“off limits” or not for sale (as was the 
case with human organs in the United States in the 1980s); humanizing products 
by adopting production processes that associate people with the production of a 
good; or adopting exchange programs that establish social capital ties between 
persons in different countries or cultures.  

This study also proposes that social exchanges consistent with the view of de-
commodification proposed here has a host of academic applications. Decommo-
dification might be a new lens through which studies of indigenous and human 
rights, altruism, environmentally sustainable business practices could be ex-
amined. These applications (and others) would greatly expand the current usage 
of the term which has almost come to be coopted by notions of state interven-
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tion.  

8. Conclusions 

To rationalize inconsistencies in the most salient commodification definitions is 
an ambitious goal. However, this paper suggests that such a goal can be achieved 
by elaborating the social exchange perspective to include relational goods. To 
elaborate the social exchange perspective by including relational goods allows us 
to define commodification as the conversion of a relational good into a com-
modity through different social exchanges processes including metamorphosis 
or by destination. Converting a relational good into a commodity, commodifica-
tion, can be viewed as a process in which a good from a humanity sphere is re-
located in the commodity sphere where instead of being valued for its connec-
tions to persons that enable it to satisfy important socio-emotional needs, it is 
valued for its physical properties that satisfy mostly physical needs. This view of 
commodification is consistent with the major notions of commodification out-
comes and honors, the views of Marx who may be viewed as the leader in defin-
ing and emphasizing the definition and outcomes of commodification.  

In addition, the definition of commodification proposed in this paper makes it 
evident that commodification and decommodification can be seen more as two 
opposing types of exchanges, challenging the notion that decommodification is 
largely synonymous with provision of state welfare.  

Finally, we note that the proposed commodification and decommodification 
definitions have many applications for research in such areas as religious studies, 
altruism, environment and conservation, human rights and non-capitalist cul-
tures.  

If the social sciences do not agree on the commodification definition, confu-
sion will result and limit accurate communication and cooperation. The purpose 
of this paper has been to provide a commodification definition consistent with a 
wide variety of commodification outcomes described in the various social 
science literatures. Hopefully, having proposed such a definition will facilitate 
interdisciplinary collaboration and accurate communication about a wide variety 
of commodification outcomes. 
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