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Genealogy, Parasitism and Moral Economy: The Case of UK Supermarket Growth  

Paul Jones and Michael Mair

Introduction

In this chapter we examine supermarket growth in the UK.  This phenomenon provides a particularly useful case, we argue, because developing an understanding of what has given it shape and direction underscores the point made in different ways by all contributors to this volume, namely that economic activities do not stand alone but are, simultaneously and significantly, social, cultural, political, governmental and, crucially, moral in character – something the concept of moral economy is designed to bring to the fore (e.g. Sayer 2000, 2007). If that concept is to have any analytical purchase, however, the practices – of justification, of representation, of judgement, of valuation, of organisation, of distribution and exchange, and so on – of which moral economies are composed have to be linked to a material ground, to the wider forms of social, cultural and political life which they are intertwined with and help sustain (Tully 2008). This cannot be a matter of opposing one set of generalised and totalising claims (on, for example, the moral virtues or vices of competition) with another. Rather, it is a matter of treating those claims as themselves embedded features of complex contemporary social, economic and governmental landscapes. The question we want to pose in what follows is, therefore, where, when and in relation to what do moral economies acquire their concrete form? What, that is, are the practical conditions of their possibility? 

One of the striking features of the forms of economic practice grouped together under the label of ‘neoliberalism’[footnoteRef:1] is precisely the limited nature of any internal interrogation of the social, political and economic conditions of their own possibility. These forms of practice are presented as outside morality and politics – as amoral and apolitical – and their presentation as such reinforces the idea that they exist in a world in which there are, for instance, clear lines of demarcation between the public and the private (Sayer 2007, Harvey 2007). Economic ‘success’ and ‘failure’ stories in the private sector are framed as just that, i.e. private, and do not implicate either the public or the state. Insofar as malpractice is identified, it is as regrettable slips on the part of those involved rather than structural matters. Such narratives are not merely mythological, they are fraudulent – serving to obscure the nature of the hybrid arrangements that link government to business, and in ways that benefit those advancing them. UK supermarket growth, an emergent moral economic form with a particular spatial distribution which is parasitic on patterns of low paid, insecure work and tithed consumption, is a case-in-point. As we shall show, the parameters and profitability of the contemporary supermarket chain’s fields of activity are the product of direct and ongoing state intervention and public subsidy.        [1:  We agree entirely with the thrust of critiques of neoliberalism but do have concerns that the label suggests a degree of programmatic coherence and stability that actually existing arrangements often demonstrably lack.] 


The process of recovering what is actually taking place in such hybrid spaces is, however, difficult and requires a shift of analytical focus. If we want to explore the material grounds of contemporary moral economies, we will have to grapple with the fact that their elaboration takes place across many different sites and settings and in many different ways – the practices in question are highly localised/localising, fragmented and heterogeneous, both here-and-now and over time. Capturing this requires a genealogical approach, enabling us to identify the multiple points of origin out of which contemporary moral economic formations have arisen as part of a ‘history of the present’ (Foucault 1977, Tully 2008). We will use the example of supermarkets in order to make this methodological case, focusing specifically on how the growth of supermarket chains has fed into and fed off a remodelling of the built environment, the labour market and the tax and benefit system in the UK to become a constitutive element of a new strain of post-crash (bio)politics organised around harnessing and exploiting poor populations for private gain but at public expense.

The End of the Affair?

2014 and 2015 have been bad years for the UK’s supermarket giants, Asda-Walmart, Morrisons, Sainsbury’s and Tesco, with record losses among the so-called ‘Big Four’ in the face of growing competition from the ‘discounters’ Lidl and Aldi, revolt among suppliers  (particularly dairy farmers) and increasing levels of scrutiny of their business and employment practices by the public and politicians. Tesco has arguably experienced the greatest fall from grace. One of the largest corporate retailers in the world, from 2013 it began slipping behind its global competitors and down the UK’s FTSE 100 share index. On September 22nd 2014 Tesco was forced to admit, following the release of the third of three profit warnings in a row, that it had overstated its profits by £250 million in an alleged effort to minimise what were eventually disclosed as losses totalling £6.4 billion (Butler & Kollewe 2015). In the months that followed, alongside a Financial Conduct Authority investigation, the Serious Fraud Office announced a criminal investigation into Tesco’s accounting practices and supplier relations (Butler & Kollewe 2015), the latest in a series of investigations focused on practices of allegedly dubious legality within the sector (Simms 2007).

Allegations of criminality and fraud aside, a range of other charges have since been levelled at the supermarket chains. In the wake of the Conservative Party’s 2015 general election victory, focus has turned to supermarkets’ reliance on state subsidies to shore up profits. As Boris Johnson put it in much-quoted comments on social media: “It cannot be sensible that we still have companies whose chief executives are given eye-watering salaries and private jets and chauffeured limos, and yet who receive more in subsidies for their lowest paid workers – in the form of in-work benefits – than they pay in taxation. Our five leading supermarkets, for instance, are effectively receiving £1 billion a year in taxpayer-funded subsidies for their wages bill” (Johnson on Facebook, June 9th 2015). Johnson actually underplayed the extent of those subsidies by a factor of 11 (the Citizen’s UK (2015) report Johnson was drawing on put the level of subsidy at £11 billion), but the specific charge being levelled at the supermarkets from the political left and right alike was that they had knowingly framed their employment policies to hire staff on insecure, part-time contracts in order to exploit the UK’s tax credit system (which uses the tax system to bring those in work to a specified minimum income threshold) to make up their workers’ wages. What the supermarkets had been revealed to be doing, in effect, was securing a workforce without having to pay its reproduction costs – leaving that instead to UK taxpayers, a group to which their workers also belong.

It is interesting to note how the political mood music has changed. In April 2014, in the course of a carefully stage-managed visit to a new Asda store, David Cameron had a quite different message to convey: 

“Supporting business, creating jobs and cutting taxes are all part of our long-term economic plan. Yesterday, our tax reforms cut income tax for 26 million people and will help businesses to create jobs. I am delighted that Asda is continuing to invest heavily in the UK, creating another 12,000 jobs” (Cabinet Office 2014)

Cameron had earlier hosted Doug McMillon, President and CEO of Walmart, who reaffirmed “Walmart’s commitment to investing in the UK” as a “great place to do business”, continuing:

“[S]ince Walmart acquired Asda 15 years ago we have been able to invest £8 billion in the UK economy – creating over 100,000 jobs, opening 342 new Asda stores and bringing lower prices to millions of customers ... Asda [has] … develop[ed] and implement[ed] a strategy that will see it grow – creating more new jobs and bringing real value to more customers in the UK.” (Cabinet Office 2014)

We could be forgiven for thinking that something fundamental had changed between 2014 and 2015, but the supermarkets were not behaving any differently: nothing in their practices had altered in the period between Cameron and Johnson’s remarks. What we see, however, is a shift in emphasis: with Cameron, on the one hand, praising private sector investment and job creation but Johnson, on the other, condemning public sector subsidy. We thus have two sets of claims articulating seemingly very different orientations to key elements of supermarket growth. Johnson’s comments, as part of a wave of supermarket-hostile critique following the troubles of late 2014 and beyond, do at least hint at the tangled relationships between business and government but instead of getting into the substance of the claims themselves (or the purposes behind making them) at this stage, we believe it is crucial to step back and situate them vis-à-vis their object. The more interesting question is what Cameron was attempting to identify the Conservative Party with and what Johnson was attempting to distance it from, namely the supermarket growth machine. As we shall ultimately go on to argue, rather than marking a political break with that machine, the new ‘tougher’ approach to supermarket growth is itself best seen as an expression of the moral economic logics which have seen the supermarkets rise to a position of spatial and commercial dominance.

Growth without Limits? Supermarket Expansion in Historical Perspective 

Despite startling losses in recent years, the scale and scope of supermarket growth remains astounding. Recent figures suggest the major supermarkets chains account for 72.8% of the total grocery spend in the UK, with supermarket trading amounting to over £107bn in the last financial year (IGD 2015). Spending in supermarkets accounts for approximately 53.1p in every £1 spent in retail in UK and, despite their recent troubles, sales at Tesco alone accounted for 12.5p in every £1 as part of wider operations generating £62 billion in revenue in 2015 (IGD 2015, KWP 2015). Overall, the agri-food sector, which the ‘Big Four’ dominate, contributed £96.3 billion or 7.4% to national Gross Value Added in 2013 (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 2013: 8).

Table 1 (derived from IGD 2015 and KWP 2015)

	Company
	UK Employees
	Stores
	Revenue
	Market Share

	Tesco
	500,000
	3,561
	£62bn
	28.4%

	Asda Walmart
	180,000
	600
	£485.5bn (Walmart total)
	17.1%

	Sainsbury’s
	161,000
	1,312
	£23.9bn
	16.4%

	Morrisons
	125,000
	555
	£17.7bn
	10.9%



Supermarket dominance of the grocery market traces back to the 1960s when they began their inexorable rise, crowding out independents and cooperatives over time (Fair Pay Network 2012). The historical trend has thus been away from smaller retailers to larger corporations with tremendous reach due to extensive distribution networks and economies of scale. Similar stories could be told for a range of countries, but supermarkets have followed very different trajectories in, e.g., France, Germany and the US. Supermarkets have never operated in a vacuum and it is the specific nature of the links forged in different national contexts with wider fields of political, economic and governmental activity that have proved crucial to the shape they have come to assume. Supermarkets in the UK, the US, France and Germany are everywhere but they are not everywhere in the same way. Their differential spatial distribution and configuration is one of their distinguishing features and it is to that we now turn.

From Big Box to Little Box: Supermarkets, the State and the Local

“Imagine living in a Tesco house [with conveyancing done by a Tesco lawyer], sending your child to a Tesco school, swimming in a Tesco pool and, of course, shopping at the local Tesco superstore... this collective monopoly is not an imaginary dystopia” (Minton 2010)

Supermarkets and their operations – distribution hubs and networks, and producer and supplier linkages – occupy a huge footprint of land in the UK. It is estimated that supermarkets’ in-store floorspace alone will rise to 240 million sq ft or 22.3 million m2 by 2018, equivalent to 17,840 Olympic-size swimming pools (OSPs). However, this figure does not adequately capture the supermarket chains’ physical extension. For instance, the largest Tesco in the UK, and the fourth largest supermarket in Europe, is the Tesco Extra in Walkden, Salford which opened in 2010 with 185,500 sq ft/17,230 m2 (13 OSPs) of floorspace. However, it is not a single development but ‘anchors’ a wider development (Imrie & Dolton 2014), in this case Derwent Holdings’ Ellesmere Centre, with some 2,000 parking spaces. Similarly, the largest Sainsbury’s in the UK, Crayford in East London, which opened in 2010, has 100,000 sq ft/9,300 m2 (7 OSPs) and 510 parking spaces. As with supermarket stores more generally, these stores ‘leak’ out into the built environment in many ways. Alongside more visible signs like car parks, we might also point to the less visible but nonetheless substantial utility infrastructures – gas, electricity, water, telecommunications (Tonkiss 2014) – that supermarkets require.

We also have to look beyond the physical footprints of the stores and their surrounding infrastructures; we also have to take into account the increasingly large distribution networks that enable these stores to function. Sainsbury’s depot in Waltham Abbey is its largest distribution centre in UK at 750,000 sq ft/69,670 m2 (56 OSPs) and a key relay in a wider supply chain comprised of 18 large-scale distribution centres. Tesco’s Daventry Distribution Centre is 840,000 sq ft/78,039 m2 (62 OSPs) and is a key relay in its wider supply chain of 32 large-scale distribution centres. Finally, there is Asda’s Lutterworth Distribution Centre in Leicestershire, at 1,000,000 sq ft/92,903 m2 (74 OSPs), which is linked into its wider supply chain of 19 large-scale distribution centres. This massive physical presence increases still further when we add in the rail and road links these distribution hubs connect directly into. Such is the scale of these operations that they double up as distribution networks for other businesses too, with the supermarkets utilising under-exploited space to provide other corporations  logistics support, a major feature of the supermarket’s contemporary domain of commercial activity (although who owns what can be difficult to resolve given the complex tax arrangements and spin-off companies in play). 

The picture these figures imply – one of ‘big boxes’ linked to even ‘bigger boxes’ – only captures one dimension of UK supermarket growth. While the exact nature of the arrangements in place differ, the picture of large stores linked to larger distribution networks is not one that would vary substantially between the UK, the US or continental European markets. What has come to differentiate the UK is a trend which moves in a quite different direction. In the UK, there has been a move to smaller developments in the form of ‘community’ and ‘convenience’ store formats across towns and cities, with the creation of 1,867 Tesco Metro and Express stores, 523 Sainsbury Local stores, 180 Asda Supermarket stores and 70 Morrisons M Local stores – taking us from ‘big boxes’ to ‘little boxes’.

The rapid expansion of these ‘little boxes’ highlights the increased capacity of the large supermarket chains to penetrate urban areas, with supermarket trading no longer simply about ‘out-of-town’ developments around the urban fringe. This move into urban spaces has led to a remodelling of the urban built environment, with local authorities negotiating planning permissions in return for investment via ‘community infrastructure levies’ or CILs. A much needed source of income during the economic downturn, local authorities have worked with supermarkets through the planning system to leverage funds for development projects they could not undertake themselves. The quid pro quo is consenting to additional supermarkets, something which further entrenches their business models and employment practices via increased physical presence and its local political significance. This means the spatial reach of supermarkets extends well beyond the stores and their immediate environs into more and more of the local built environment (street and road design, etc.) and their socio-political reach into Town Halls and local Planning Committees (see also Wrigley, Guy & Lowe 2002, Imrie & Dolton 2014). 

Spatial Entrepreneurialism and the Regulatory Environment

While supermarkets no longer just sell grocery items – and a situation that sees supermarkets building houses and schools, while also renovating high streets, supplying prescription medicines, including methadone, and healthcare services, filling in potholes, hosting yoga classes and baby gyms, providing financial loans and issuing credit cards, redirecting roads and other transport links, installing coffee shops and restaurants, and selling funeral packages, certainly warrants analysis – focusing on the spatially-situated operations they are engaged in can take us a long way to understanding the nature of the moral economies involved and how and why they have come to assume the form they have. It might appear that the spatial entrepreneurialism of the supermarket chains is simply an extension of market logics, but these market logics, and their valorisation, are also firmly in place in the US where the shape of the supermarkets’ presence in the lives of people is different – the big box and the strip mall continue to be the dominant spatial forms (see e.g. Gereffi & Christian 2009). The course on which UK supermarkets have found themselves was not predetermined but contingent on many factors, including political interventions. The move from big to small, and from out-of-town to centre-of-town – which has seen supermarkets become more and more embedded in UK social life, and, hence, more and more central to the remodelling of employment, social security and governance arrangements over time – is itself a response to competition authority scrutiny through the 1990s and 2000s designed to curtail cartelism in the sector. As Burt, Sparks and Teller (2010: 4) put it, “continuing increases in concentration and corporate scale, and the ability of some retailers to continue to expand floorspace, have brought retailing, and especially food retailing, much closer attention from regulatory authorities”, particularly the Competition Commission and the (now defunct) Office for Fair Trading (OFT).  

In 1999 the OFT referred the major supermarket chains to the Competition Commission as a result of its concerns about supply chain cost setting and a report, based on the subsequent inquiry, led to the development of a Code of Practice that was intended to regulate the relationship between major supermarkets and their suppliers (UK Department of Business, Innovation and Skills 2009). In 2006 the OFT and the Competition Commission reported again, this time explicitly addressing anti-competitive practice in local markets with the aim of strengthening the earlier Code of Practice (now enforced by an independent Ombudsman). The inquiry this led to found that the powerful position of supermarkets – who still enjoyed significant leverage over suppliers despite the implementation of the new regulations – had led to a poorer retail offer in terms of prices, quality and service than would otherwise have been the case (OFT 2006). It also found that the retailers, based on their dominant positions in local markets, were able to generate additional profits not only due to weak competition in those markets but due to relatively low land values, allowing the supermarkets to ‘bank’ land, i.e. acquire but not use it. This inquiry ruled that, with respect to land banks, supermarkets should divest themselves of the land or develop it (OFT 2006). From initial concerns about competition, then, regulators came to focus on the supermarkets’ exploitation of their control over land, and this set of largely uncoordinated interventions, by diluting that control, channelled and directed supermarkets’ activities in a new direction, one that would lead supermarkets to concentrate much more on another of Polanyi’s fictitious commodities, labour (Polanyi 1944). That change in orientation was not entirely straightforward, however.

In the wake of the 2006 ruling, and as supermarkets began to ‘use’ their banked land, the implementation of new planning policy frameworks saw in-town developments given priority over the large store formats that were predominantly out-of-town. The interpretation and enactment of these planning policies – including the Conservative-instigated Section 106 (Minton 2010), the Coalition Government’s CiL in the 2010 Localism Act (Lord, Jones, Mair & Sturzaker 2015), and the older Planning Policy Statement 6 (Friends of the Earth, 2006) – actually increased the reach of supermarkets into urban areas and intensified highly localised disparities created by supermarket development. 

This was not something the regulators had foreseen. Where land is cheap and local government political will and capacity to explore alternative sources of (what on the surface looks like) ‘private sector investment’ and ‘job creation’, may be weaker, supermarkets flourish. Negotiations around planning applications reflect the relative power of supermarkets vis-a-vis local authorities. While supermarkets and local authorities alike may point to the infrastructure delivered by bartering around planning, it is evident that CiL produces outcomes dependent on local authorities’ strength and will to leverage concessions from developers who are – at least in their own self-representations – ‘footloose’ (Harvey, 1989). As a spokesperson for Tesco, asked to comment on the growth of mixed-use urban development in which supermarkets are now so heavily implicated, put it: “these are urban areas which have not received investment for a number of years. We are willing to invest, and that kind of investment has to be applauded and welcomed … Councils are very welcoming because we are bringing in jobs and investment” (cited in Minton 2010).

In this changing regulatory and governmental context, UK supermarkets gradually adopted politically adept, ‘agile’ spatially-entrepreneurial approaches. However, while the supermarkets were capitalising on the opportunities that emerged out of a reformed planning system and the financial crisis to begin building a new kind of business approach in which land assumed a different valence as a conduit for accessing urban populations, it cannot be assumed that this was long-anticipated or desired by them. Instead, this adapted spatial model was born as a response to regulatory scrutiny from central government and the drive to reconfigure opportunities for investment in urban centres by local government. As Anna Minton has suggested (2010): 

“The irony is that there is little evidence that the superstores themselves want to create entire communities. Instead, policy is pushing them in that direction, with local authorities prepared to grant permission for superstores they may have previously refused, as long as they are accompanied by the sweetener of housing, schools and sports facilities, which the councils don’t have the funds to provide.” 

Among other things, in seeking to diversify their operations so as not to be reliant on exclusionary control of land and to circumvent regulatory objections, supermarkets had to increasingly take on what we might call a more overtly biopolitical role with much more active involvement in population management in conjunction with central and local government (Foucault, 1977). This has meant their operations have become more woven into the fabric of social life than the supermarkets themselves might otherwise have liked them to be, a process in which supermarkets and political arrangements have adapted in new ways to each other. However, that social life increasingly revolves around the supermarket is not just an issue for supermarkets – it affects those who rely on them for paid work too.

Labour for Whom? The Paradox of State-supported Private Employment  

As small ‘local’ supermarkets have proliferated in urban areas, those who shop in them are increasingly also those employed by them, and it is in this trend we see the most troubling aspects of the particular growth trajectory supermarkets have followed since the 2000s. As table one above shows, supermarkets are major employers, with their increased spatial presence in urban areas swelling the ranks of their employees in recent years. Grocery retail in general and the Big Four in particular represent a massive employer bloc, second only to the NHS in the UK. Together they employ almost 1 million people directly (approx. 1 in 30 of the UK workforce), with around 3.3 million involved in the wider agri-food sector (approx. 1 in 10 of the UK workforce) (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 2013). Taking the sector as a whole, this is likely to be higher still, due to links with logistic and distribution firms, joint ventures and the use of ‘independent contractors’ and ‘freelancers’ in many areas of their operation. The supermarkets’ turn to urban areas has coincided with their growth as employers and their approach to managing this growing workforce has contributed to the reshaping of the UK labour market in conjunction with a reconfiguration of its tax and benefit system, the latter a change they have taken particular advantage of. 

In the UK in-work poverty is now at the same level as out-of-work poverty (Joseph Rowntree Foundation 2014) and supermarket employment is a major factor in this. The UK currently has 31.12 million people in work, the highest ever, but that includes 8.35 million part-time jobs (6.15 million of them undertaken by women), 4.5 million self-employed workers and 744,000 zero-hour contract positions, both of the latter often held by ‘independent contractors’ who have had to accept indeterminate employment status in order to secure supermarket and supermarket supply chain jobs (Office of National Statistics 2015). As the Fair Pay Network showed in a landmark 2012 report on the supermarket sector, although they account for 1 in 30 of the workforce, 29% of all low paid employees in the UK work in retail (Fair Pay Network 2012). Among supermarket workers, 56% did not have full time contracted hours and relied on overtime, a second job or state benefits to survive; 51% of employees were taking regular over-time hours, outside of the hours they were contracted to work; of those that were doing so, 42% stated the reason for taking overtime was that they “did not earn enough with basic pay and contracted hours”. Only 18% of employees were covered by an employer pension scheme and only 18% of employees hold membership of a trade union (Fair Pay Network 2012). Women, who constitute 57% of employees in food retailing, are particularly badly affected. With 50% of food sector jobs part time, women are more likely to be concentrated in low-paying, less protected and less secure work (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 2013: 14). Supermarket employment is, for the majority, then, a poorly paid, insecure form of under-employment connected to in-work poverty, with the supermarkets’ remodelled business practices directly contributing to economic insecurity in a major sector of the UK’s economy.

In-work poverty is not restricted to supermarkets, it is a growing feature of the UK’s labour market as a whole. Nonetheless, supermarkets’ ‘successes’, lauded by Labour and Conservative governments alike, demonstrated the commercial viability as well as the political attractiveness of the model. In the UK, because a great deal of available work, especially supermarket-related retail and food sector work, is almost a guarantee of poverty,  in order to reach even minimum income levels, workers’ wages have to be supplemented by state benefits. In the UK, 3.23 million working households receive tax credits, and 930,000 working households receive housing benefit (Department for Work and Pensions 2013). These comprise sizeable fractions of the £29.6 billion spent on tax credit and £16.9 billion spent on housing benefit in 2012-13 (Department for Work and Pensions 2013). Post-2008, this regressive system has become more entrenched. As the supermarket chains have grown, tax credits and housing benefit have become a multi-billion pound annual subsidy channelled to these highly profitable businesses (Citizens UK 2015). Effectively, the taxpayer now underwrites supermarket employment/employment practices and so profits, with poverty wages topped up through the tax and benefit system. Under these arrangements, the workforce of the UK is paying for its own underemployment locally and nationally – the system is increasingly predicated upon it.  

If this situation was merely exploitative along the employment dimension alone, it would be much easier to disentangle. However, those increasingly forced into under-employment in conjunction with workfare and the benefits system are also those the supermarket chains rely upon in order to generate sales, with many shopping in the same places where they work, taking ‘advantage’ of the store cards they are issued with. Although it may initially seem a trivial detail, 58% of supermarket workers have received a discount store card (Fair Pay Network 2012). This is telling and points to the fact that the model directly exploits people and their marginal labour. Recent growth, put most simply, relies upon those who staff supermarkets to access goods and services through them. In the absence of sustainable wages, store cards, tax credits and commercial credit plug the gap and ensure income streams in areas which, until a few years ago, were regarded as untouchable by the major supermarkets – poor, inner-city areas characterised by high scores on the indices of multiple deprivation. Indeed, it is the proliferation of supermarket sites in such communities which is one of the most remarkable developments in the history of UK supermarket growth, one reinforced by local authorities’ desire to anchor regeneration schemes with supermarkets whose building and running relies on the diversion of local council tax funds to them. These are, then, as investigative journalist Joanna Blythman has put it (2010), “companies which feed off the communities” they are embedded within and the workers they employ, making this a parasitic moral economic form. This is a system in which the state is directly implicated, which it has encouraged and which it helps keep in place. 

Conclusion

We have looked at two effects of supermarket expansion, the remodelling of the built environment and employment relations/the tax and benefit system (which form two sides of the same low-denomination coin). We could have looked at others: the displacement of jobs, supply chain issues domestically and internationally, the problematic nature of the goods sold, environmental damage, etc. But what we have covered is sufficient to provide an understanding of the imbroglio we are dealing with. 

Supermarkets’ parasitism is not accidental and it did not take place behind decision-makers’ backs. They have known exactly how supermarket growth – which has moved from the exploitation of land, primarily, to the exploitation of marginal labour and its metabolic ‘twin’, the consumption expenditures of the marginalised (Arendt 1958) – has functioned for some time and they have been complicit in it. This is not, however, just a straightforward example of capitalist super-exploitation. The rise of supermarkets cannot be explained solely with reference to the dominance of capital and the corporate capture of the state. For one thing, supermarkets in the UK have been forced into playing ‘community building’ roles which, in other national contexts, they do not. We need a moral economic analysis to tease out ‘elective affinities’ between contemporary politics and the differential omnipresence of the supermarket and, as part of that, we have to acknowledge the room that was created and the encouragement and direction given by governments for supermarkets to assume these roles. The state has played and is playing a critical role in supporting them. Crucially, this is not something for nothing, and we have to think about what supermarket expansion, of the kind we have witnessed over the last five years in particular, does for government too.

If, to adapt Ferguson, supermarket growth ends up forming any kind of strategically coherent or intelligible whole it is because it constitutes a particularly effective anti-politics and anti-morality machine. The supermarket complex is not “incidentally involved with the state bureaucracy” (1994: 180) but central to many of its contemporary fields of operation. What supermarket growth has done, like other aspects of the remaking of the political economy of the local, is work effectively to ‘submerge’ political decisions and priorities, obscuring their status as moral and political matters that could be open to collective deliberation (Tully 2008, Mettler 2011, Mair & Jones 2015). Government priorities are still delivered, and delivered by large-scale bureaucracies entrusted with their delivery, just not by the state. Thus it is less and less possible to hold anyone to account for these consequential transformations in social life, something that works to the advantage of successive governments: change is effected, but without the messy business of direct scrutiny. The colonisation of urban space, labour markets and the tax and benefit system by supermarkets is one troubling consequence of this approach to the management of governmental affairs but not in ways it is easy to unpick. It is in arrangements of this sort that claims relating to the apolitical and amoral forces of market economies lie, i.e. in their shielding from collective oversight by the state and the market through the telling of a distorting and fraudulent species of narrative that it is increasingly important to challenge. However, in order to challenge it, we have to be able to link moral economies to their material grounds. If we ask, for instance, where the moral economy of supermarket growth resides or on what bases it rests, the answer is in multiple ongoing negotiations spread across geographical locations and political boundaries, at the centre and the periphery, in government regulatory activities and the tax code, in political programmes that redraw state-market-society relationships, in public offices, trading floors and boardrooms, and more. Our analyses have to be equal to that complexity.

The need for analyses of the material grounds of moral economies is particularly acute in areas where the target is constantly moving. Genealogical investigations are useful here as they enable us to make sense of the changing character of the moral claims made in relation to contemporary economic affairs, as with supermarket growth and the trajectories it has followed. For instance, current political criticisms of the supermarkets’ employment policies, as set out by the Conservatives, notably Cameron (implicitly) and Johnson (explicitly), are best understood, we suggest, by treating them as the extension of governmental logics already in play. Having insinuated welfare with work, and particularly supermarket work, the tax credit regime succeeded in partially privatising welfare functions – no longer a collective matter it was individualised and linked to employment, albeit in the context of a regime held up by public monies. That the proposed scrapping of the tax credit regime is a logical extension of this can be seen when set out as follows: if welfare is not a collective but private and individually negotiable matter, then the welfare of employees is employers’ moral responsibility, not governments. Via this double step – first link welfare to employment, then detach government from welfare – a new moral economy emerges linked to concerted governmental action over a span of time. Within that moral economic form, workers are not to be guaranteed protection against exploitation. Instead, their employment has been successively re-moralised – it ought to be paid at a fair rate but whether it is or not can only be a matter for individuals and their employers. We are individually free to judge, even condemn those employment practices but we cannot, indeed should not look to government to intervene. It is by studying the specificities of such things as supermarket growth that we thus gain insights into how new moral economic forms come to take hold.
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