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‘Just normal and homely’: Positive future daydreams as everyday escape attempts from consumption scripts 
In this paper we use Cohen and Taylor’s sociological text Escape Attempts (1992) as a theoretical framework within which to explore and interpret daydreams as one form of resistance to the routine of everyday life. In contrast to consumer research that has focused on pre-purchase dreaming (Fournier and Guiry 1993), consumption dreams (d’Astous and Deschênes 2005) and descriptions of individuals’ ‘ideal life’ (Pettigrew 2005), we present themes emerging from phenomenological data that sought to explore consumption in the imagination more broadly. Our analysis suggests that the acquisition of products appears fleetingly and goods themselves play only a secondary or peripheral role in daydreaming. Imaginings for these individuals tend be warmly human and yet startlingly lacking imagination, drawing from a common cultural stock of escape fantasies and traditional, predictable life scripts. We tentatively consider what such mental constructions may tell us about our dreamers’ everyday lives as consumers.

Introduction
Western society tends to be characterized by its vociferous consumer culture where the modernist discourse of the ‘good life’ as ever-increasing living standards through material consumption has been fully embraced. Cultural scripts lead many of us to believe that both success in and progress through life is predominantly expressed in terms of acquiring new and ‘better’ objects alongside an apparently continually upscaling lifestyle (Schor 1998, Soper 1998, 2007, Gabriel and Lang 2006). Although we might claim that happiness is our ultimate goal, such an abstract concept must be pictured for ourselves within structures and settings. This means that visions of the perfect future are situated in the context of our ‘real’ lives, and tend to be underpinned by, if not overtly conceived as, financial or material wealth as we draw from the consumer culture around us to make sense of our lives.
In consumer research, such fantasies about the goods and experiences individuals would like to own are recognised as an integral and pleasurable part of the overall consumption experience (Holbrook and Hirschman 1982, Campbell 1987, Belk, Ger and Askergaard 2003, Arnould, Price and Zinkhan 2004). Studies show us that a large number of consumers admit to participating in daydreaming about things they do not possess (Fournier and Guiry 1993, d’Astous and Deschênes 2005) and themes of ‘consumption excess’ and ‘consumption escalation and trade-up’ (Fournier and Guiry 1993, p355) have been found to be ubiquitous in wish lists and consumption dreams, signalling a desire for a material ‘good life’. In such studies, material possessions emerge triumphant as the most common objects of desire, with better houses being the most important objects, followed by cars and luxury goods, then consumer experiences such as travel and exotic vacations. However after these come ‘ideals’ that are less material and more lifestyle-focused such as successful careers, family, happiness, health and philanthropy (Fournier and Guiry 1993) and these are above more general dreams of ‘wealth’. Dreams then, as they have been researched to date, can be categorised as ‘dreams of possession, of experience, of ideal, or of money’ (d’Astous and Deschênes 2005, p15). 
However, these studies ask specifically about consumption dreams, bringing possessions and consumer experiences to the fore and thereby accounting for the importance placed on them as sources of desire and their prominence in daydreams throughout consumer behaviour theory. In contrast, our interest lies in how consumption fits into daydreams more generally. We seek to explore the roles that goods and experiences take on in broader imaginings such as those described by Cohen and Taylor (1992) to garner a more holistic view of daydreaming as it exists in everyday (consuming) lives and consumption as it exists in everyday daydreams.
We draw on data from part of a phenomenological study that takes ‘positive future’ daydreaming as the starting point and attempt to reconcile such experiences with apparent societal enthusiasm for consumption. Considering the previous consumer research on the imagination, we expected the desire for and acquisition of consumer goods to form a central role in how daydreams were described.  What we found was quite different. 

Mental management as an escape attempt 
Daydreaming is not restricted merely to positive future scenarios (see Jenkins, Molesworth and Eccles 2010, for a taxonomy of the consumer imagination), however we consider that ‘future positive’ daydreams are interesting since they may tell us something about the nature of everyday life and expose ‘the gap between what is and what could be, a process that is constantly being transformed and negotiated in line with society’s changing needs and mores’ (Maclaran and Brown 2005, p312). 

If we look beyond the imagination in consumer research we find broader descriptions of its relationship to the everyday. For example, Cohen and Taylor (1992) view daydreams as a form of resistance to daily routine. In an everyday life dominated by routine and repetition, Cohen and Taylor present ‘escape attempts’ that may vary from cognitive engineering such as distancing or self-awareness, activity enclaves or new settings such as hobbies and holidays, to life-encompassing endeavours that teeter on the edge of madness. However, each attempt is underpinned by the notion that we may imagine the future to be different and better than the reality we live each day. This approach may illuminate our understanding both of the ubiquity of imaginative scenarios in everyday life as well as what this might tell us about the world ‘left behind’ by dreamers. Cohen and Taylor refer to ‘paramount reality’ as a way of capturing the density, urgency and intensity of the demands of everyday life on our consciousness, and to our sense that ‘life is going along’ (p38) in a relatively stable, normal manner. For them daydreams offer an escape from such a reality in a totally private, unobserved place. Less elaborate imaginings can serve as ‘starters’ or ‘stoppers’ throughout the day; playing out mental rehearsals of future scenes that may spur us on to some action or to experience an emotion or equally to halt or deter us from a certain behaviour. Such imaginings act as a tactic to resist the monotony of life, but do not subvert paramount reality. Akin to the two-week summer holiday, daydreams facilitate the continuation of routine habitual life potentially with renewed commitment. This is unless the fantasy is able to be lived out by virtue of a script.

Although it seems unlikely that shared fantasy sequences could be accurately measured, Cohen and Taylor (1992) point out that it is difficult to assert that any individual fantasy is genuinely unique. According to them, overarching beliefs invade and shape our fantasies; we are invariably the hero in the performance of our perfect future. Indeed, even for those keen to shirk the predictable life scripts of falling in love, succeeding at work, and having children, other ‘identity transformation’ scripts are readily available from the films, TV and novels of popular culture. Such a view turns out to be shared by researchers in psychology and consumer behaviour who state that the media is a key resource in fuelling our desires and daydreams (Singer 1966, Belk 2001b, Belk et al. 2003). Whilst such media fantasies can offer the dreamer the ability to elevate themselves from the roles they act, Cohen and Taylor argue that such master scripts are a ‘common cultural resource’ (p87) offering little in the way of unique identity development. In the search for a ‘real self’, the ‘common stock of symbolic material out of which all our fantasies are fashioned’ (p95) reveals a painfully soap-opera, cliché-ridden narrative (Cohen 1985 cited by Cohen and Taylor 1992, p93). If consumer goods and their associated propaganda also form part of this symbolic stock, we may use this approach to reconsider consumer daydreams.  

Consumer Behaviour Theory - Why we dream about goods 
Conceptualisations of pre-consumption imagining in consumer behaviour theory share a key aspect, in that such imagining is future orientated and this leads to a dominant theory of the consumer imagination that is based on ‘desire’ (Campbell 1987, Fournier and Guiry 1993, Christensen 2002, Belk et al. 2003, d’Astous and Deschênes 2005). The imagination is understood to play a key role in generating desire. That which consumers wish for and hanker after (Belk et al. 2003), drives the creation of consumption based daydreams, which in turn intensify desire and lead to actual consumption as consumers seek to experience the imagined in material reality (Campbell 1987, McCracken 1988, d’Astous and Deschênes 2005). Such practices stem from the meaning, or symbolic value attached to goods (Arnould and Thompson 2005, Campbell 1987, McCracken 1988), which we now briefly review. 

This way of thinking illuminates our understanding of people’s relationships with goods and the symbolic meaning of consumption. We understand how consumer goods and experiences come to be desired through the social and cultural meanings that are ascribed to them. From an anthropological perspective, Mary Douglas ([1978] 2001) maintains that culture itself is generated through material consumption, that is, commodities (visible, physical ‘things’) help us to make sense of the social world, giving meaning to and helping us understand social processes. For instance, we differentiate between times of the day, days of the week, and special occasions by the use of ‘things’. Goods (e.g. certain food, china, gifts) are fixed markers of these occasions, and through meaning that we attach to them, we understand our social reality.

Yet consumer goods can stand for more than this. In our consumer society commodities and experiences are also markers of status and markers of aspiration; the objects that star in our daydreams apparently tell us who we want to be in the future (McCracken 1988). Such goods hold ‘magical meaning’ (Belk et al. 2003, p327) by symbolising a certain way of being – a better lifestyle, or an enhanced identity – by concretising abstract concepts that are then realised through purchase (McCracken 1988, Campbell 1987, Belk et al. 2003). To use McCracken’s example, the desire for a rose covered cottage represents a desire for a happy family life, financial security and perhaps a slower pace of life. A desired good then acts as a bridge between the real and the ideal, so when we imagine owning a particular object, we imagine that it will bring with it our ideal circumstances. Campbell (1987) makes a similar argument: the pleasure of daydreaming is a function of the meanings we associate with the objects of our desire, and the experiences to which they lend themselves. These theorists therefore suggest that the good is central to our imaginings, yet we note that neither draw from recorded experiences of consumers to illustrate such practices and this is something we can do here.

The concept of desire highlights the important role that consumer goods take on in structuring the imagination. We associate all sorts of life aspirations and events with goods and our consumer society stimulates such ‘fantastic, escapist attachments’ (McCracken 1988 p104) through ‘advertising, promotion and the like’ (Marx [1976] 2000, p10) which create symbolic meaning for goods, tempting consumers by promising an enhanced identity upon ownership (McCracken 1988, Gabriel and Lang 2006). Whilst this suggests that the ready availability of marketing symbolism makes commodities useful imaginative resources, we might also note the seemingly insatiable appetite for novelty, and new experiences that is assumed to underpin such desire. 

Yet, along with consumer goods and experiences, Fournier and Guiry (1993) and d’Astous and Deschênes (2005) identify that individuals also dream about personal ideals. The symbolic value of goods may link to these aspects, (for instance the ideal for a happy family present in the daydream about the rose covered cottage), but it is not always objects that are at the centre of a daydream, as we see when we turn our attention to literature on less material dreams.

‘Less material dreams’ 

While historically, surveys have shown consumers’ persistent desire for higher income (Schor 1998, Doherty and Etzioni 2003) and justified investigation into materialism (Richins and Dawson 1992, Belk 2001a) they have also revealed the importance of relationships in life satisfaction and well being (Doherty and Etzioni 2003). Although these might be related – a more secure financial position allows more time to spend with family and friends – there is also evidence that suggests a focus on material wealth carries psychological, social and ecological costs (Kasser 2008) and has little to do with happiness (Hill and Dhanda 1999). Similarly, Pettigrew’s (2005) qualitative study exploring Western adults’ beliefs of their ideal life showed an overwhelming concern with less materialistic, even non-consumerist, aspects of life such as the quality of relationships with loved ones and a desire for more time and space to enjoy them. Such characteristics indicate the kinds of intrinsic values that have long been heralded as the means to a happy and meaningful life. 

Elsewhere there is recognition of the current cultural trend towards low consumption, high fulfilment lifestyles (De Graaf, Wann and Naylor 2005). In the last decade, the UK’s mainstream media and commercial press have reflected an increasing sense of environmental sensitivity which seems to match a wider public awareness of sustainable living and buying. In the academic community, Soper’s (1998, 2007) work on alternative hedonism also reflects growing disenchantment with the promises of ‘consumerist’ consumption. She theorises that attitudes toward consumerism are changing, that the apparent benefits of the goods we consume are seen to be twinned with negative by-products, not least because of the disaffection with a ‘work and spend’ lifestyle and associated ecological degradation. As a result, Soper posits that non-consumerist forms of pleasure should be developed, such as a slower, more peaceful pace of life and greater emphasis on human connection; pleasures that resonate with principles found in simple living or voluntary simplicity movements (for example see Schumacher 1989 and Elgin 1993). Whilst Hamilton’s (2003) surveys indicate that downshifting principles, such as choosing to work and earn less, are being practiced by a range of socio-economic groups in the UK, Thomas (2008) illuminates changing notions of the ‘good life’ as represented in UK lifestyle television programming, typically a genre that focuses on all aspects of consuming and living ‘better’. Thomas analyses four UK television programmes relating to ‘the good life’, each achieving comparatively high audience figures, which in itself suggests the interest in ‘escaping the rat race’ scenarios to a wide section of British viewers. The narratives of ‘community, locality, landscape and escape’ that Thomas (2008, p696) identifies in these texts and an ambivalence to consumer desire are beginning to form part of contemporary British culture.

In summary, we note that consumer research has placed considerable emphasis on consumption as the focus of positive future daydreaming, yet broader arguments about the role of the imagination see it as a way to resist everyday life and this may include consumer lifestyles that have become the routine ‘paramount reality’ for many in the West. Daydreaming still has its scripts – often drawn from the media, which in turn picks up on cultural trends ​– but these may now focus on community and family constructs, such that materialism is marginalised or even rejected. 

Method

Our interest in locating daydreams within the context of everyday life underpinned our adoption of a phenomenological approach and in-depth interviews. Alongside other researchers who advocate its use in this field (Klinger 1990, Belk et al. 1996, 2003, Morley 1998, d’Astous and Deschênes 2005), phenomenology allowed us to gather detailed nuanced stories of our interviewees’ experiences of imagining. Here we draw on 23 interviews from 12 individuals from a variety of different life stages by design, who were interviewed between December 2008 and December 2009. These were selected from a larger study of 19 participants on the basis of the details of the daydreams that they described. Some participants were going through specific life events (such as expecting a baby, retiring, buying a house), which formed the focus of the interviews, while others talked in general about their life and hopes for the future. Transcripts from interviews were reviewed by the authors to reveal the ‘global themes’ or ‘patterning’ of experiences (Thompson, Pollio and Locander 1989, Thompson 1997) and these are discussed here. 
Findings 
In listening to interviewees’ descriptions of their hopes and ambition for life, our data supports the ubiquity and prominence of daydreams in the experience of the everyday. Whilst some found it easier to self-disclose private and intimate descriptions than others, commonalities emerged across the 29 hours of data about the experience of daydreaming. Here we organise them under two main themes. Firstly, we argue that the role of consumer goods and experiences was surprisingly unimportant for our interviewees; although commodities had an implied presence in that they formed part of the setting for an imagined event, they appeared to be quite inconsequential props to the ‘action’ of the scene. Instead, we found that daydreams tended to consist of a variety of scenarios that centred on the envisioning of successful relationships with friends and family. Secondly, we argue that while pleasurable, ironically, our interviewees’ daydreams appear to lack imagination. Even the most ambitious daydreams can be seen to draw from a common cultural stock of escape fantasies and life scripts (as suggested by Cohen and Taylor 1992) that largely support the continuation of the routines of everyday life where consumption is much more prominent. As a result we may speculate that fantasies of the ‘good life’ that may include simple living and pleasures that resist materialism may act as an aesthetic escape that allows everyday consumption to go unchecked. The implication of this is that we must reconsider the relationship between such daydreams and our consumer society, but also acknowledge that imaginative resistance to materialism may not in itself indicate a rejection of a work and spend consumer culture. 

The ‘othering’ of consumer goods in broader daydreams 

In the descriptions people gave us, goods do not tend to take a central role in future daydreams but often recede into the background and are generally ‘assumed’ to be there simply as part of the setting. Goods are necessarily ‘there’, but not explicitly referred to or imagined. This means that they are also not consciously imagined as absent – not resisted in the way fantasies of simple living might suggest. Instead we note the primacy of relationships, personal challenges and a sense of achievement as the focus of individuals’ desires and imaginings. In broader daydreams goods may therefore be considered to be ‘othered’ in the way Law (2004) uses the term, while other values (e.g. relationships) are central and this presents quite a different picture from existing consumption based research which tends to ‘other’ the aspects that we find so central. 

Goods as part of the setting 

In some descriptions of daydreams goods were part of the setting but not the focus. This is captured in the description that Emily (27) gives of imagining her new flat;  

Home is the way I think about it, I feel home because I can see myself walking through the front door, chucking my keys down on our front door dresser that’s going to be by the front door and walking in, probably with food bags and you know sorting out the kitchen and stuff like that, just normal and homely.

Here the goods that she mentions; a dresser, groceries and kitchen, which she and her partner have just fitted, form part of the setting and her expectations of daily life in their home, but desiring to possess these objects is not the focal point of the daydream, which instead centres on the notion of ‘home’. These goods help her to envisage this. Like props in a film or on stage they form part of the background for the action and thus recede in the daydream. In this way goods take on a rather different role in daydreams than in our daily lives, which may be preoccupied with them. For example since Douglas ([1978] 2001) explains how goods act as markers of culture and social events, they feature heavily in helping us to make sense of the world and we may consider the implications of this for the imagination. Let us take Christmas, which Douglas and Isherwood (1979) use to exemplify their stance. They posit that Christmas is understood as Christmas, and differentiated from other days and occasions because of the markers that we use and associate with it (turkey, decorations, gifts, the tree etc). Yet a common daydream about Christmas may centre on the warm feeling of family gathering together. A nicely decorated tree, an attractive fully laid table complete with centrepiece are probably all ‘there’, but as the background.  In the daydream they do not enjoy the same presence or importance as they do in real life. We might imagine a perfectly decorated tree in our imaginative escape from routine that focuses on the family, but not the other things that go with it, such as hunting for decorations in the loft (and buying new ones), untangling fairly lights, spending hours decorating – goods take on a prevailing role in the paramount reality of Christmas, our imaginings of it resist such everydayness. 

The primacy of relationships

In our interviews personal issues were considered to be of greater importance than material possessions. Desires for strong and happy relationships, facing personal challenges and daydreaming of achieving them were particularly prominent even when an anti-materialistic sentiment was not explicit. In instances where we might have expected daydreams to consist of elaborate details of consumer goods, such as a wedding, significant relationships surfaced as an overriding concern. For example, when talking about the plans for her wedding day, Sally (26) who has imagined and re-imagined her wedding from an early age, describes the importance of ensuring her fiancé is happy with all aspects of the day, and iterates the ‘real’ meaning of marriage as a commitment to each other, beyond the social competition of the ritual and associated objects.

I would hate that Mark resented any part of our wedding, for anything you know... I think a lot of weddings...especially this expensive wedding that I went to, it was so much about ‘I’ve got to have this dress, got to have this and this food’ and I just didn’t want that. I just wanted a day that was about getting married and plus Mark’s, Mark doesn’t like being centre of attention at all, which is I think probably part of the reason why he didn’t really want to get married at all when we first met.

Again here we may contrast the materialism of a wedding Sally attended – the paramount reality of weddings – with her own imaginings that resist such a reality. The fact that relationships are acknowledged as a priority introduces the notion that individuals desire, imagine and prioritise the things that goods may help to symbolise over and above their possession. Although McCracken (1988) and Campbell (1987) theorise that people daydream about the symbolic meaning of goods (i.e. what will come with ownership of a desired good), the good always remains central. Yet we find that it is these ‘other’ experiences and meanings that individuals talk about most when discussing their daydreams and hopes for the future. For instance, interviewees quite happily talked about the fact that they wanted to settle down and have a family, that they were looking forward to being a Mother, or embarking on life as a couple ‘warts and all’, or escaping the rat race to enjoy a quieter life. And here we might notice that there is a significant focus on a desired state of being.  For example Emily explains; 

I think that’s one of the images and kind of a memory and a future that James and I both had is when we’ve been lying on a bed, in my room and the sun’s coming through the window and we’ve just been lying on top of the duvet, reading a paper or just chatting and the sun’s come through and, this has happened, and James has turned to me and said ‘I want this, I want us to be lying on a bed with a white duvet, and I want the sun coming in and I want to be able to hear our kids and our dogs playing in the back garden’ and to me, that’s what home is. It’s like us being comfortable, knowing they were all safe, it’s a cosy place, and we’ve just built on that every time you know, we both love the outdoors we are getting more outdoorsy but we do like to walk and we like camping and you know we’re getting into our gardening and we’re very, we’ve always cooked together, so cooking and doing all of those kinds of things together is what we love to do so I think that’s kind of, we’ve thought why can’t we always do that?

We note that Emily does not desire the white duvet, but rather as McCracken suggests it is part of how she symbolises a happy home, yet the home is in the background rather than as the focal point of this daydream. This story also contrasts with quotes given in Belk et al’s (2003, p333) study of consumer passions and illustrates that consumer goods are more likely to form the focus when consumption is the starting point for research. For example one of their participants claims; ‘I wanted this car so bad I could taste it! I could hardly function throughout the day because I would make myself sick thinking about the Honda and how bad I wanted it’.
In reviewing the role of consumer goods and experiences in daydreams, ultimately we find that goods have a different presence in the imagination than they have in paramount reality. They take a smaller role, with personal and emotional affairs foremost. Furthermore, non-materialistic values and more simple pleasures are significant in the daydreams of the people we spoke to. This leads to a consideration of the prominence of traditional roles and scripts that daydreams seem to feature. 

‘Unimaginative’ imagining

There appeared to be a great deal of commonality in what people we talked to desire and imagine for their future, with daydreams that centred on relationships taking precedence over daydreams directly about consumption. Although consumption-based experiences such as travel were present, participants took pleasure from daydreaming about traditional roles and common cultural scripts that referred to more fundamental ways of living. For instance, Vicki (26) talks about wanting to fulfil the traditional role of mother and housewife as something that she has always wanted; 
[I’m looking forward to] just being at home and baking and cooking, looking after the baby, all of that…I think that’s why I got married quite young and am having a baby quite quick…From when I was about 14, I was going to get married at 24, have my first baby at 26 and my second one at 28. That was always what I wanted.... I think I’ve had such a nice home life, home and family life...I just want exactly the same thing and Sean has a lovely home life, a lovely family, we’re both just really lucky. I suppose because we’re both like that we’ve ended up both wanting the same things.   

Conforming to this housewife role is anticipated with pleasure for Vicki. It is not (yet) experienced as a mundane life of routine but offers a sense of gratification and identity through cultural traditions. This theme of simple, perhaps nostalgic, pleasures in daydreaming was shared by Anna (30) who expresses the personal importance of social relationships within the local community; 
There’s lots of stuff I could do and throw myself into in the village and things to keep me socially active and involved…if you had a church and a nursery network you could make quite strong links…even our relationship with people in this block has changed since I’ve been pregnant…we’ve been a bit more social with people, so you get into a different mindset about the value of having your neighbours around. 

Our participants’ descriptions overwhelmingly emphasised non-material aspects of life such as family relationships and community, as exemplified by Vicki and Anna, at the expense of goods. Many of the individuals we spoke to shared a desire for such ‘simple pleasures’, showing an appreciation for working on their relationships, having a better relationship with time (a work-life balance), and improving the quality of their life and the lives of those close to them.  For example David (40) and his partner are currently planning to move to Italy. He describes in detail how he imagines this move as an escape from the paramount reality of his current situation. 

…this is a change in the lifestyle, better healthier diet and more activity in the lifestyle, whereas here I get to work about 8.30, 9 o’clock, I don’t even take a lunch, someone will get a sandwich for me so I’m pretty much sitting down until 7 o’clock at night, then I go home, because I’m so knackered I fall asleep and I go to bed by 10 most nights, that’s my life now and that’s just not good, mentally or physically…Certainly there will be a lot more activity, such as chopping wood and all those things, I think it will be a more outside existence because the weather’s so much nicer as well, so I’m hoping just by being more active I will lose a bit of weight and be fitter from that point of view. Dietary wise, yes I think their food is better... we’re going to have a big vegetable patch, like I say we’ve been experimenting with tomatoes and courgettes and things here and I just love the idea of doing that…I think there will be some interesting changes, so we’re definitely not going to be as glued to the television and those sorts of things, not that I’m saying we watch a huge amount of television, but more than we will do in Italy, mainly because there’s nothing else to do.
For those desiring a different lifestyle or imagining their future life, it emerged quite clearly that daydreams served as a way of playing out alternative future scenarios, to mentally rehearse behaviour and give the individual a sense of pleasure or hope in less than satisfactory everyday circumstances (Klinger 1990). As Cohen and Taylor (1992) propose, daydreams can enable us to engage in identity work, imagining and planning who we will be and what life might be like in the future. Interviewees’ described daydreams that depicted them in a preferred situation, one that was closer to an ideal notion of self and often this meant a rejection of their current consumer lifestyles. 

For example, Emily also tells us of her impatience to move closer to her imagined ideal as an engaged/married woman living with her partner in a new location. Circumstances have already required Emily to compromise her ideal plans of buying a house with her partner and instead buy a one bedroom flat. She explains that she feels her hopes for marriage and starting a family have been pushed back, or are even 'stalling'. The sense of progress in their relationship, the identity work as a couple that she seeks to do is hindered by the compromise and the long wait for the flat. Emily explains that this less than satisfactory reality causes her to turn to her imagination where she plays out various ‘ideal’ proposal scenarios. 

In my mind’s eye I’ve got ideals of when he’s going to propose and how he’s going to propose. I mean they’re all wrong but it’s just my way of controlling the situation...... we’re going on a UK holiday this year rather than abroad and we’re walking up Scafell Pike…, he loves walking and camping and being outdoors like that and I do it for him, and I just, in my head I’ve got an ideal that you know, we’ll own the flat by then and we’ll be on top of that mountain and have reached it at the end of our holiday… and he’ll just drop to one knee and propose on top of the mountain in the sunshine and you know amazing views [laughs] but again you know I’m building up this massive picture in my head…
Emily describes three more proposal scenarios before finally saying “but to be honest if he were to propose to me in the middle of Tesco down an aisle I would say yes too and I’d still think that’s pretty amazing”. Here we see that despite the important purchase of a new flat, Emily’s imagination focuses on non-material things. Even in these proposal dreams, material things such as the ring are absent. Her five re-imaginings of being proposed to provide a sense of hope and security in a relationship that is currently perceived to lack progress or stability. We can see how daydreams serve to construct an alternative 'better' reality that can then be actualised and how they offer disengagement from less than satisfactory aspects of real life and providing pleasurable respite from the constraints experienced in paramount reality. This echoes the compensatory function of consumption dreams, enabling one to imagine and enjoy what is not possible in material reality (Fournier and Guiry 1993, MacInnis and Price 1987, 1990), but perhaps significantly, these stories resist everyday consumer culture where goods form the basis of desire by focusing on relationships and the more direct pleasures of a ‘good life’.

Discussion 

As we listened to these participants we were initially surprised and somewhat concerned about the seemingly minor role played by consumer goods and consumption experiences in descriptions of daydreams. Daydreaming may play a key role in understanding consumption, but consumption seems to have only a cameo role in these daydreams.

Although objects were implicit in the daydreams, we heard descriptions that prioritised ‘more important’ ideals of life; depictions that epitomised love between newlyweds, slower and healthier lifestyles abroad and a concern for family-orientated living and of community. Here values were not contained in the daydreams of goods, but rather goods were relegated to props in the background. They were there, but ‘othered’ and here we must wonder at the research methods that might foreground them and so reverse their importance by giving them prominence as containers for other cultural values. Our approach was to consider the life-worlds of participants without emphasising a consumer study. We were careful to select participants that had specific dreams to talk to us about (for example those planning a move, or wedding, or baby) as well as those that did not, and we allowed all to define the reality of their own lives. Of course it is possible that for others – especially perhaps those without prominent future events to articulate – consumption is a ‘fallback’ resource from which to conjure desire. This in itself would be significant. It would mean that we most desire goods when we have few relationship scripts to work on. 

If the everyday is made up of consumer matter, in consumers’ imaginations, such importance may be escaped and negated where other roles can be grasped. And yet our interviewees’ daydreams appeared to lack imagination. Despite concerns about our accelerated consumer society, daydreams were of the predictable scripts of relationships, marriage and a happy home life that Cohen and Taylor (1976) wrote about nearly 40 years ago. It was as if consumption didn’t really matter in these imaginative escapes and was rejected in favour of some more enduring cultural values of simple living and living with others, scripts that participants came across in the media, or constructed from experiences outside of the market (for example their experiences of family from childhood). Although it is possible that the timing of the interviews in the middle of a severe economic downturn sensitised participants to anti-materialistic, or rather non-materialistic scripts, none of them provided this context. They didn’t tell us that they wanted to escape the recession, but perhaps this informed their daydreams nevertheless. It could also be that even with our methods that were sensitive to allowing participants to explain their values and priorities, they only revealed the more ‘normal’ or socially acceptable, predictable social scripts in an interview situation.  Perhaps there are other desires that are much harder to reveal in research – other ‘othering’ that we did not pick up on.

Nevertheless, it would be tempting to see our results as entirely positive. We may have stumbled upon ‘latent’ non-materialistic values waiting to emerge from everyday frustrations with our consumer society in the form of daydreams that can then be actualised. We could see this in the context of calls for alternative hedonism for example, and hope that these participants represent a desired escape from an overly materialist society in favour of ‘simple’ values. Could it be that these are the ‘green shoots’ of more substantial resistance to the normalcy of consumer desire and a work and spend culture?

Maybe, but we must also recognise that these participants live consumer lifestyles. Through the interviews and their arrangements the everyday weight of consumer culture presented itself – from fitting interviews around work and leisure activities (including shopping trips), to recognising that even when (and if) some of these dreams are actualised, the market may suddenly present itself as more prominent. For example, Emily might not dream of a diamond engagement ring, but we may be certain that at some point her partner and her will imagine buying one, and then go shopping. Here we must also acknowledge Cohen and Taylor’s (1992) observation about the conservative role of daydreams. These non-materialistic desires may act as a ‘coping mechanism’, or distancing of the self from the everyday for the purpose of allowing the everyday to continue. From this perspective holding such ideas are important for the maintenance of a life-world of routine consumption.  

Conclusions
In this paper we have considered the prominence of commodities in academic narratives relating to positive future daydreams and contrasted these with a broader view of imaginative escapes from routine, and with the possibility of non-materialistic desires. Drawing from phenomenological data where consumer matter was not made prominent, we have then noted the apparently peripheral role of commodities in everyday hopes for the future, and the centrality of non-material living in daydreams. We have then attempted to make sense of such an apparent contradiction in terms of Cohen and Taylor’s (1992) observations about the imagination as a form of resistance to everyday life that draws on a common ‘stock’ of escape scripts, but in doing so may help to manage rather than transform paramount reality.
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