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Item Acquisition and Hoarding in a Capitalistic Society
	Alice Gosti’s Material Deviance in Contemporary American Culture was performed in UNC Charlotte’s Storrs Gallery on the evenings of October 16th and 17th. Throughout the 75-minute duration of the piece, several sections particularly stood out through their connections to aspects of capitalism. Material Deviance makes a statement about how capitalism and patriotism have negatively impacted both how and why people in America acquire materialistic possessions, as well as why we hold on to them.
During the Artist Lecture given prior to the performance dates, Gosti discussed how she creates sociopolitical performance spectacles. Because her previous works, such as How to Become a Partisan and Bodies of Water, have political connections to the Black Lives Matter movement and immigration respectively, it is not surprising that Material Deviance has political ties as well (Artist Lecture). She described the spectacle aspect of her performances by elaborating on how her pieces are experiential. Gosti considers how the audience is positioned in correlation to the performers, adding to the experiential performance aspect of her work. For example, she may make the conscious decision to have the audience standing instead of sitting. The audience sat in chairs for Material Deviance, making the seating a conscious choice that Gosti decided on to influence how the audience perceived the performance.
	The Storr’s Gallery where the performance of Material Deviance took place provided audience members with an intimate space to view Gosti’s work. A relatively large room with wooden floors and plain white walls, the setting did not take away from the mountain of objects that was the center of attention when the audience sat in their seats, awaiting the beginning of the show. Not only were objects such as boxes, rolls of bubble wrap, ladders, and plastic containers stacked on top of each other placed upstage, but there was an abundance of shoes, sweaters, and other articles of clothing covering the downstage portion of the performance space.
Five female dancers performed the piece, each wearing different items of clothing from their castmates. While one dancer wore a jumpsuit, others wore pants and a shirt or a dress and pants. The colors used in the costumes included light shades of blue, pink, green, yellow, and purple. The accompaniment included many abrupt changes, ranging from sudden additions in bass and a parade-like showtune. The lighting for Material Deviance was more on the simplistic side, allowing the audience to concentrate on the dancers’ movement and the objects that surrounded them. Scattered in the objects were lamps and light strips. The former turned off and on, and the latter occasionally changed color throughout the piece for an overall minimal lighting design. The props used throughout the piece played a vital role in the performance, given that it had to do with materialistic possessions. The performance space was filled with both large and small items, ranging from earbuds to a shopping cart to ladders. The variety in objects demonstrated that any item can be hoarded or add to a collection of unnecessary clutter.
Material Deviance began with four of the dancers entering one by one. There were moments throughout the piece where the dancers seemed to become a part of the mess behind them, seamlessly blending in with the plethora of objects scattered among the performance space. When the dancers entered the performance space at the top of the show, they positioned themselves on top of the objects to complement the shapes and become one with the clutter. As the dancers transitioned between sections of the piece, they would sometimes hold on to or carry the items that surrounded them. In one instance, a dancer picked up a blue Ikea bag and wore it like a purse as if she was wandering through a store to purchase more materialistic items. There was another moment in Material Deviance where a dancer was clutching a small floor fan that was placed downstage. It was as if she was losing herself in the item and the ones that surrounded her.
One section of choreography was repeated several times throughout the duration of Material Deviance. The music changed to a parade-like showtune and the five dancers held small American flags as they marched in different formations, ranging from a clump to a horizontal line along upstage, and changing their facings as they did so. Their facial expressions were smug and confident as they proudly waved and pointed the flags. As this section progressed, the music developed from the joyful showtune to a darker version of it to touch on the dark side of capitalism and patriotism. The lighting during this section also gradually changed; the lighting strips on the floor added a blue hue on the dancers. Occasionally, one of the dancers continued performing the same movement at a slower tempo than the others. Eventually her movement matched back up with the rest of the cast, but the juxtaposition of the slower movement set her apart from the other dancers. Later, one of the dancers collapsed onto the floor and physically struggled to stand back up and fall back in line with the other dancers. These two moments from this section of Gosti’s piece demonstrated that in our contemporary American society, we fall back in line to continue conforming with patriotism and capitalism even after being negatively impacted by it. The ending of this section was marked by the accompaniment returning to the joyful showtune as all five of the performers dropped their flags and collapsed on top of each other. 
Towards the end of the piece, four of the dancers picked up flashlights that were hidden in the objects located around the performance space. The flashlights were on and pointed towards the remaining dancer in centerstage as she repeatedly pulled a measuring tape out of its holder. Material Deviance ended with the measuring tape being waved back and forth. As the accompaniment gained intensity, so did the speed and force of her movement. The lights went to a blackout and the accompaniment faded to silence to mark the conclusion of the performance. The repetitive gesture that the audience was left with was representative of how our materialistic possessions can negatively impact our mental health and stray away from the reason we gained ownership of them to begin with.
If one deviates from something material, they could be straying from the main purpose of possessing an item. In other words, they may be owning an item simply to own it rather than having it out of necessity. Gosti says the piece looks at how we are obsessed with the objects we own, as well as how they define us (Artist Lecture). She went on to elaborate that regardless of whether or not we care about an object, that sense of indifference is still a feeling related to the object. That feeling essentially provides a subconscious connection between someone and the item in question. Because of capitalism in modern-day America, it is all too easy to continue acquiring nonessential items that we may end up having this type of connection to.
	In one section of Material Deviance, the dancers pulled out a plastic fold-out table that was hidden underneath a metal shelf that held multiple plastic and cardboard boxes filled with items. The performers slid the table into the center of the cleared-out performance space and each placed a metal folding chair around the table. Prior to taking the table out, the dancers repeated the choreography that was originally done with the American flags to reiterate the theme of patriotism in the piece. However, instead of using the flags again, the dancers held the chairs. Once settled at the table, the dancers took the printed advertisements they gathered and began ripping and cutting the pages with scissors. Markers and highlighters were also used by the dancers in this section, circling various points on the papers. As they scavenged the advertisements, the one of the dancers’ faces showed feelings of relief, as if continuing to feed into their extreme couponing addiction was a remedy for them. With their gazes fixated upon the advertisements in front of them, the dancers’ movements gained speed and matched the increasing intensity of the accompaniment.
Couponing is an activity that many people regularly partake in to get money off of their purchases. Newspapers, magazines, and mailers are common ways that companies and brands provide physical coupons to consumers in addition to the ones they give through emails. Extreme couponing gained media attention through the episodes of Extreme Couponing that aired on TLC. The show documented people who regularly used many of the same coupon offers to buy items in bulk for a very low cost. The shoppers bought so much of an item to the point where they own stockpiles and shelves of merchandise, most likely unable to use all of the items up. This poses the question: why bother acquiring and keeping so many items if they will end up going unused, making their only purpose being to take up space?
During her Artist Lecture, Gosti noted that she gained inspiration for Material Deviance after reading the 2014 New Yorker article, “Let It Go” by Joan Acocella. The article describes several famous cases of hoarding in addition to touching on the psychological aspects of hoarding. Gosti was fascinated with the extreme cases that the article mentioned, such as the case of the Collyer Brothers (Artist Lecture). Homer and Langley Collyer were brothers who resided in Manhattan. They were famously known for their immense collection of items that filled their home. After rumors that one of the brothers may have died in their home, police went in and found Homer’s body. Langley’s was found over two weeks later under a pile of his possessions. Following their deaths, the evidence of their grand collection of items remained in rooms that were “packed almost to the ceilings, but the mass, like a Swiss cheese, was pierced by tunnels, which Langley had equipped with booby traps to foil burglars” (Acocella). While the Collyer brothers are just one example that Acocella’s article discussed, it is just one case out of many in which item acquisition and hoarding have negatively impacted the lives of people in America.
	Hoarding is categorized as a type of obsessive-compulsive disorder in which one experiences severe anxiety while attempting to discard their possessions (Neziroglu). In some cases, the total accumulation of items can lead to dangerous living conditions in addition to negatively impacting one’s mental and physical health conditions. There are five different levels of hoarding; level one is described as having “all doors and stairways are accessible, there are no odors, and the home is considered safe and sanitary” (Aftermath). On the other end of the scale is level five, which can include “rodent infestation, kitchen and bathroom unusable due to clutter, human and animal feces, and disconnected electrical and/or water service” (Aftermath). While Material Deviance did not explore this extent of hoarding, the choreography and other performance aspects explored the topic of not letting items go.
One does not need to undergo the extremes of hoarding to relate to owning unnecessary items. Living in modern-day America, we often find security in the acquisition of items and possessions that we do not need. Whether it be items that we have impulsively purchased, collected, or things that have been handed down in our family for generations, we tend to acquire items that are not essential to our day-to-day lifestyles. Returning to the concept of couponing as a daily activity, consumers often purchase items that they otherwise would not have acquired if not for the coupon. Sales and coupons are one way that companies lure consumers in to purchase more of their goods, and a prime example of this is Black Friday.
Black Friday is a major sales event that takes place in the United States every November and is comprised of a plethora of stores heavily marking down merchandise to attract customers. It has become a tradition for many American families and individuals due to it being scheduled for the day after Thanksgiving. Some stores open their doors before the sun rises in addition to attracting shoppers on Thanksgiving Day. The impact that Black Friday shopping has on the American economy is pronounced; it was predicted that an estimated $59.6 billion would be spent on Black Friday in 2018, which was a predicted 5.7% more than the previous year (Business Insider). While there is no way to know how much of the merchandise sold was purchased out of necessity, Black Friday shopping is just one example of how capitalism and patriotism have impacted the acquisition of goods in today’s American culture.
Patriotism does not just contribute to when and why Americans purchase items unnecessarily; it can also explain why Americans take pride in their capitalistic society. Economic patriotism, which is sometimes referred to as economic nationalism, can be connected to the peak of the Red Scare caused by the fear of communism spreading in the United States. If one rejected capitalism, they were perceived as rejecting America and instead supporting communism in ways beyond economical ones; those who were thought to be anti-capitalistic were thus viewed as opposers of America’s foreign policy (Nasser). With this in mind, it makes sense that purchasing goods, even if unnecessary, can be associated with the American economy.
	The American economic system alone is not to blame for item acquisition; ownership of items can also be attributed to family inheritance. Material Deviance had several occasions in which the dancers spoke about item acquisition and hoarding during the piece. These instances of spoken word ranged from a single dancer stating a line about searching for light to all five dancers contributing to telling a story of an elderly woman. One specific monologue regarded one of the dancers talking on the phone to her mother. The dancer had an internal struggle as she had trouble rejecting the items her parent was attempting to give her. Ultimately, the items were passed to the daughter on the account of her mother wanting to keep the items in the family. This instance connects back to the theme of unnecessary item acquisition because the mother was passing on nonessential items that will most likely continue to get passed down through her family for generations.
Even if we gain ownership of unwanted items, a seemingly simple solution is to tuck it away in storage. There is the stereotype-based joke that on almost every American street corner you can find a McDonalds. But there is another business that is even more common in America. A 2015 report on Curbed notes that there are more storage units located in the United States than there are McDonalds. At the time of publication, there were 48,500 storage units and 14,350 McDonalds locations in America (Sisson). To put that number into perspective, you could assign “about 7 square feet of self-storage space nationally for each person in the United States” (Pagoda). SpareFoot reports that there are up to an estimated 52,000 storage units as of 2019, with 9.4% of American households renting a self-storage unit. 65% of Americans who rent storage units have homes with a garage (Strutner). If the saying “out of sight, out of mind” reigns true, why do we bother owning so many objects we feel connected to if they just end up being stored away? Why do we have trouble letting go of items we have not touched in years, even if they have continuously collected dust from being in storage?
When we come into ownership with an item, it can become associated with a memory or person. We create connections with our possessions in numerous ways and they become a part of us and our stories. Leading up to the performances of Material Deviance, Gosti held Community Rituals in which participants were encouraged to give up possessions that they were ready to part with. In doing so, Gosti turned the piece into a community-oriented work. Just as owning materialistic possessions provides us with a sense of ownership, a similar feeling can be applied to Gosti’s work. The Community Ritual served as a way for the UNC Charlotte community to create a personal connection with Material Deviance and have invisible connections with the plethora of items that were included in the piece.
	Material Deviance in Contemporary American Culture effectively explores the idea that capitalism and patriotism have contributed to unnecessary item acquisition and hoarding in modern-day America. Different sections of the piece, such as the marching and couponing ones, contribute to the portrayal of how American society has deviated from why items should be acquired. Overall, Gosti’s piece was successful in conveying America’s capitalistic aspects of item acquisition through its choreography and props to leave audience members contemplating whether or not they truly need to follow through with impulsive purchases.
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