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Preface to the Second Edition

The Unmanageable Consumer was published in the mid-1990s, a period dominated
by claims of the triumph of the consumerist West. In the midst of excitement
about what was seen as an uncontestable hegemony of consumer capitalism, the
book warned that ‘any triumphalism about Western style consumption is mis-
placed. The future of global consumption must remain the object of questioning
on economic, cultural, environmental and moral grounds’ (p. 5). Unlike some, we
felt that the 1990s was a ‘troubled time in the world’. Over a decade later, few
would dispute that times are indeed troubled or that Western-style consumerism
is facing and creating serious threats. These range from ecological crises such as
climate change and resource shortage to financial and political uncertainties,
including an escalating and still dangerous dependency on oil. 

The last 10 years have seen extraordinary social and economic changes that
have reframed the nature of consumption worldwide. The emergence of China,
India and other developing countries as huge consumer markets and producer
hotspots has extended the reach of contemporary consumerism. Political realign-
ments worldwide have spawned new outposts of consumption and new black
holes of deprivation, while generalized uncertainty has tempered some con-
sumers’ appetites. Major technological innovations, notably the Internet, have
turned many homes into retail outposts, while digital photography and MP3
players have revolutionized patterns of consuming images and music. Education
and health provisions have become yet more commodified, with students and
patients viewing themselves as consumers. At the same time, anti-globalization
movements with an anti-consumption message have, at times, assumed centre-
stage in politics, offering at least a glimpse of opposition to mainstream consumer
capitalism. Overall, the last 10 years have seen a substantial expansion of con-
sumerism into new areas, countries and homes, and an escalation of potential
checks from environmental and political uncertainties.

In the same period, academic writing on consumption and the accompanying
fetishization of the consumer has sky-rocketed in new consumer-oriented jour-
nals and books. Cultural studies has dissected shopping malls as cathedrals of
consumption and students of organization have focused on the limits of the ethos
of customer service. Identity construction has come to be viewed increasingly
through the prism of lifestyles. Choice, modelled on the affluent consumer expe-
rience, has become the central tenet of many political and ethical discourses. At
the same time, there is an increasing awareness among academics of the ecological
limits to the consumerist orgy, which are already alarming observers of climate
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change, raw materials and natural resources such as soil, water and air. In addition,
there is the continuing sore of billions of people subsisting at a level of bare survival.

When we originally wrote The Unmanageable Consumer, we put forward an unfash-
ionable thesis. We argued that the notion of the consumer was an intellectually
unstable entity, which summed up a central dilemma for late 20th-century capi-
talism – whether to treat people as controllable or free. We proposed, not least in
the title of the book, that, in spite of the best attempts to seduce them, coax them
or chide them, consumers consistently proved themselves unpredictable, contra-
dictory and unmanageable – that they displayed many different faces and images.
We also argued that far from disappearing from sight, work remained a fundamen-
tal part of people’s everyday experience and that production and consumption
were intrinsically interlinked through the deal pioneered by Henry Ford – alien-
ating work in exchange for ever-escalating material standards. We observed that
this Fordist Deal was fragile and could be dislocated by sudden events. We
signalled some of the shortcomings of choice as a universal value, obscuring all
others. We argued that citizenship is far from dead as a force in political arenas
and that international relations could not be reduced to political deals aimed at
improving consumer choice, by removing trade barriers. We anticipated the con-
tinuation of a viable critique of rampant consumerism, building on the legacy of
decades of struggles against the impact of industrialization and widening social
divisions and inequalities. 

Events in the last 10 years have strengthened our commitment to these argu-
ments. An increasing number of academic voices are now challenging the political
and ideological primacy of ‘the consumer’. The unmanaged and unmanageable
dimensions of consumption signalled by our book are gradually gaining wider
recognition, not least due to the urgency of environmental constraints. That said,
in certain ways our analysis of future trends could be accused of having been pre-
mature. In particular, in our concluding chapter, we were perhaps too eager to
discern signs of a twilight of consumerism which has yet to materialize. Indeed,
it is accelerating in both developed and developing worlds. 

It is now time for some re-evaluation. Is consumer capitalism in the process of
reinventing itself, in ways that transcend the crudity of mass production and mass
waste? Are environmental and ethical costs finally being internalized into the
prices of goods and services paid by consumers? Is the moral outrage against sweat-
shops finally curbing some of the worst excesses of consumer capitalism? Is quality
of life assuming a greater prominence over sheer weight of amounts consumed?
Our inclination is to answer all these questions with a qualified ‘no’. This new
edition brings the book up to date, while leaving the essential thesis, scope and
arguments unchanged. If anything, we believe that accelerated consumption poses
bigger risks in the 21st-century than it did at the end of the 20th-century. The
unmanageable consumer continues to pose many threats for the survival of the
planet, social justice and human happiness. We hope that the account that we give
here deepens engagement with the urgent policy debates on the containment of the
negative aspects of consumerism, while enlarging and democratizing its positive
aspects.

viii Preface to the Second Edition
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Introduction: The Faces
of the Consumer

The consumer is now a god-like figure, before whom markets and politicians alike
bow. Everywhere it seems, the consumer is triumphant. Consumers are said to
dictate production; to fuel innovation; to be creating new service sectors in
advanced economies; to be driving modern politics; to have it in their power to
save the environment and protect the future of the planet. Consumers embody a
simple modern logic – the right to choose. Choice, the consumer’s friend, the inef-
ficient producer’s foe, can be applied to things as diverse as soap-powder, holidays,
healthcare or politicians. And yet the consumer is also seen as a weak and mal-
leable creature, easily manipulated, dependent, passive and foolish. Immersed in
illusions, addicted to joyless pursuits of ever-increasing living standards, the con-
sumer, far from being a god, is a pawn, in games played in invisible boardrooms.

The concept of the consumer sits at the centre of numerous current debates.
Policy-makers, marketers, politicians, environmentalists, lobbyists and journal-
ists rarely lose the consumer from their sights. The supermarket has become a
metaphor for our age, choice, its consumerist mantra. A new way of thinking and
talking about people has emerged, which engulfs all of us. By the beginning of the
21st-century, we had learnt to talk and think of each other and of ourselves less
as workers, citizens, parents or teachers, and more as consumers. Our rights and
our powers derive from our standing as consumers; our political choices are votes
for those promising us the best deal as consumers; our enjoyment of life is almost
synonymous with the quantities (and to a lesser extent qualities) of what we con-
sume. Our success is measured in terms of how well we are doing as consumers.
Consumption is not just a means of fulfilling needs but permeates our social rela-
tions, identities, perceptions and images.

The consumer has also assumed centre-stage in academic debates. If the 19th-
century tradition of social theory and political economy approached people
primarily as workers and creators of wealth, consumption is the focus of much
21st-century theorizing. Psychologists have redirected their sights towards an
understanding of what drives modern consumers. Cultural theorists have increas-
ingly recognized the spirit of our age (whether described as late modernity, post-
modernity, or advanced capitalism) not in modes of production, government,
class structure or art but in modes of consumption, lifestyles and identities.
Following the collapse of communism in the Eastern bloc, consumerism was com-
monly described as the unchallenged ideology of our times. Its scope constantly
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stretched to incorporate new geographical areas, such as Far Eastern countries,
new spheres of social relations, like health and education, and new social spaces,
like homes and the countryside.

Discussions about consumption and consumerism are rarely value-neutral.
Some commentators celebrate the rise of the consumer; having lost faith in reli-
gious or political recipes of salvation, the consumer is seen as the mature indi-
vidual who seeks to enjoy life by making choices and exercising freedom. Others
lament consumerism as the final stage of commodification, where all relations
between people are finally reduced to usage and exploitation, in which the con-
sumer is easily co-opted. The consumer is not merely an object of theorizing, but
almost invariably a central character from a story; now a hero or a heroine, now
a victim, now a villain, now a fool, but always central. In some stories, consumers
feature as sovereign, deciding the fate of products and corporations at a whim, in
others they feature as duped victims, manipulated by producers, advertisers and
image-makers. In some, they feature as callous villains, indifferent to the plight of
the planet or those less fortunate than themselves, in others as addicts, pursuing
a chimera that only reinforces their despair.

This book was written because we believe that the word ‘consumer’ is now so
overused that it is in danger of collapsing into meaningless cliché. At one level,
to state that someone is a consumer is almost as meaningful as acknowledging
that she or he is a living being. We all consume the same way that we all breathe,
since life without consumption is as impossible as life without respiration. Plants
and other animals consume too. Why then has ‘the consumer’ in our culture
become so loaded with meanings, assumptions and values? From where does this
idea draw its power? 

In this book, we argue that different traditions or discourses have invented
different representations of the consumer, each with its own specificity and coher-
ence, but wilfully oblivious to those of others. Some conservative economists, for
example, have invented the consumer as a decision-maker and an arbiter of prod-
ucts while some consumer activists look at the consumer as a vulnerable and con-
fused being, in need of help. Many cultural theorists look at the consumer as a
communicator of meanings sustaining the social fabric, while most ecologists
reproach consumers for their reckless and selfish behaviour. In this way, the con-
cept of the consumer appears to have lost its specificity. It can enter different
social and cultural agendas, including those of cultural theorists, Marxists, jour-
nalists, publishers, advertisers and politicians across the spectrum with apparent
equanimity, in seemingly perfect accord. The consumer can mean all things to all
people.

The theoretical softness of the concept of the consumer (its readiness to act as
an obedient and polite guest in almost any discourse) is accompanied by a moral
hardness which it can readily assume. In reviewing what other thinkers have writ-
ten and after considering the common usage of the term, we became and still are
impatient with one-dimensional views, whether they demonize or romanticize
the consumer as if in consuming, people transcend every other level of social exis-
tence. Paradoxically, love and fear of consumption cross conventional political
andeconomicboundaries.Religiousauthorities cansidewithecologists indenounc-
ing excessive consumption, while co-operative socialists and free market conser-
vatives can join hands to celebrate consumer power.

2 The Unmanageable Consumer
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We believe that it is time different traditions of defining the consumer started
to take notice of each other. Our first object therefore is to identify, disentangle
and juxtapose approaches to contemporary consumption that are rarely found
within a single book. Our discussion will address diverse features of consumption
ranging from gifts and bargain-hunting to cashless systems of exchange, from
fashion and fads in the First World to the effects of Western consumerism for
the Third World, from the class dimensions of consumption to children as con-
sumers, from the semiotics of modern advertising to the scope and limitations of
the law as an instrument of consumer protection, from the concept of choice to
debates about free trade and protectionism.

A crucial feature of this book is that we examine not only different academic
and everyday discourses on consumption, but also the views and ideas of organi-
zations and activists who represent or claim to represent consumers. The consumer
movement is sometimes referred to as consumerism, but also the word ‘con-
sumerism’ can be used to refer to a life excessively preoccupied with consump-
tion. This book is not a sociological study of the consumer movement, but it does
address that movement’s contribution to defining and shaping contemporary
consumption by championing consumer rights. We will sketch an ideological map
of the consumer movement since its early beginning in the 19th-century, describ-
ing four successive worldviews in consumer advocacy, all alive today: co-operation,
value-for-money, anti-corporatism and ‘new wave’, alternative or ethical consump-
tion. Each of these traditions, and the organizations that still carry them forward,
has proffered distinct analyses and interpretations of the position of the con-
sumer in society. These vary hugely from reformist to radical, from pragmatic to
visionary, from global to local and from class-, gender- and race-bound to highly
individualist.

The book’s structure is an attempt to organize a truly prodigious, though some-
times chaotic, array of arguments according to the underlying image of the con-
sumer which inspires and drives them. Thus, after Chapter 1, which investigates
the emergence of contemporary Western consumption, each subsequent chapter
until the final one presents a distinct portrait of today’s consumer, as it emerges
from the writings of academics, journalists, advertisers, consumer advocates,
policy-makers and others. We portray in succession the consumer as chooser, as
communicator, as identity-seeker, as victim, and so forth. It will quickly become evi-
dent that each of these portraits highlights a different feature of the consumer’s
physiognomy, while at the same time obscuring others. We discuss the tensions
and contradictions inherent in each portrait and examine the tendencies of each
to mutate into or confront different ones. We observe how critical discontinuities
and anomalies in a particular tradition of consumer studies are overcome by sim-
ply switching from one consumer representation to another. We look, for example,
at how the consumer as explorer turns identity-seeker or how the consumer-
chooser turns into victim. We argue that each one of these portraits has strengths
as well as weaknesses and we try to evaluate each.

Our own purpose, however, is not merely to recreate these images, compelling
though they be, nor to criticize each one of them from the vantage point of
another. In spite of their considerable complexity, we shall argue that all of these
portraits are too tame, predictable and one-sided, failing to come to terms with the
fragmentation, volatility and confusion of contemporary Western consumption.

Introduction 3
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By stirring various traditions together, we are seeking to reclaim some theoretical
recalcitrance for the concepts of consumption and the consumer. We would thus
like to re-inject some critical edge and prickliness into the notion of the consumer
that it has lost by being all things to all people. We introduce the concept of the
‘unmanageable consumer’ to express this recalcitrance, a refusal on our part to
allow the idea of the consumer to become domesticated and comfortable within
parcelled discourses.

But there is another quality that we seek to capture through the concept of
unmanageability, one that pertains not to the concept of the consumer as it fea-
tures in academic, political and cultural discourses, but rather to the vital unpre-
dictability that characterizes some of our actions and experiences as consumers,
both singly and collectively. As consumers, we can be irrational, incoherent and
inconsistent just as we can be rational, planned and organized. We can be indi-
vidualist or may be driven by social norms and expectations. We can seek risk and
excitement or may aim for comfort and security. We can be deeply moral about the
way we spend our money or quite unfettered by moral considerations. Our feelings
towards consumption can range from loathing shopping to loving it, from taking
pride in what we wear to being quite unconcerned about it, from enjoying win-
dow-shopping to finding it utterly boring, from being highly self-conscious about
the car we drive to being quite indifferent to it. Such fragmentations and contra-
dictions should be recognized as core features of contemporary consumption itself,
hence the pertinence of the idea of the unmanageable consumer.

To portray consumers as unmanageable does not seek to overlook the difficul-
ties many people have in making ends meet, the lack of choice that we experience
due to the oppressive burden of social expectations or the indignity of rank
poverty. Nor does it skim over the immense resources and effort deployed to
observe, monitor, survey, forecast and control our behaviour as consumers, in
short, to manage us. Like today’s worker, today’s consumer is over-managed,
prodded, seduced and controlled. Never before has one’s every purchase been so
closely observed, each credit card transaction so closely dissected, each movement
monitored on close-circuit TV. In the pages of this book, we will encounter count-
less modes of consumer management coming from diverse quarters. Consumers,
however, do not always act as predictably as would-be managers desire. The very
fragmentations and contradictions that characterize our actions as consumers
enable us from time to time, in devious, creative and unpredictable ways to dodge
management devices and evade apparatuses of monitoring and control.

Ultimately, our actions and experiences as consumers cannot be detached
from our actions and experiences as social, political and moral agents. The frag-
mentation and contradictions of contemporary consumption are part and parcel
of the fragmentation and contradictions of contemporary living. Being a con-
sumer dissolves neither class membership nor citizenship; it is not the case that
at one moment we act as consumers and the next as workers or as citizens, as
women or men or as members of ethnic groups. We are creative composites of
several social categories at the same time, with histories, presents and futures.

But the most important reason for writing this book has been our desire to
explore the qualities of fragmentation and unmanageability of contemporary
Western consumption as part of a long-term historical process. Today’s Western
consumer is often treated as the terminus of a historical process, which will be

4 The Unmanageable Consumer
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duplicated in other parts of the world. Alternatively, Western consumption is
viewed as culpable for the escalating plunder of vast sections of the Third World
and the continuing deprivation of its inhabitants. We want to emphasize that
today’s Western consumption is itself but a stage towards something different.
The fact that no-one can be sure about what lies ahead does not imply that we
should treat today’s Western consumer as the consummation of a historical devel-
opment. This is a mistake made by some political ideologues in their romanti-
cization of consumer choice and inability to imagine a future different from
the present. We wish therefore to re-assert the importance of the debate about the
global and historical implications of Western modes of consumption and the
legacy that it is likely to leave for future generations.

The meaning of consumerism is framed by its wider political and social con-
text. The demise of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War at the end of
the 1980s signalled to many observers the triumph of Western consumer capital-
ism. Equally, the spectacular rise of the economies of the Asia Pacific region was
seen as confirmation that the only meaningful choice left to nations (now
that the choice of capitalism versus socialism was foreclosed) was that between
consumer capitalism and poverty-ridden, corruption-rife under-development.
Instead, we argue that any triumphalism about Western-style consumption is mis-
placed. The future of global consumption must remain the object of questioning
on economic, cultural, environmental and moral grounds. The rapid globaliza-
tion of production and markets heralds a decline in some of the conditions
that fuelled the rise of modern consumerism: steady jobs, full employment, high
wages, rising standards of living, and so on. The efforts of advertisers, publishers
and trend-setters to entice consumers to resume the riotous pace of spending
are not consistently successful. Major economies like those of Japan, France and
Germany have faltered, while the USA itself stuttered in the aftermath of the
bombings on September 11th, 2001. In the wake of insecurity about jobs and
countless cautionary tales of debt and bankruptcy, some perceptive commentators
talk about consumers suffering from spending fatigue. Some politicians are quick
to despair about consumers doing their bit for the economy. Some consumers
have become notably reluctant to consume. As earlier generations of workers had
been accused of being work-shy by their bosses, so consumers can be castigated
for being spend-shy and failing in their duty to keep the economy going.

The core assumptions of consumerism have also come under scrutiny. The
foolishness of pretending that the natural environment contains inexhaustible
resources and has unlimited tolerance to abuse has become patently clear. The
notion that everyone in the world could ‘enjoy’ Western standards of living with-
out leading to an environmental and ecological catastrophe seems increasingly
blinkered. Even the axiomatic equation of quality of life with wealth has started to
be questioned, as some vanguard consumer groups continue to say, ‘Consume less’.
While we cannot see the end of Western consumerism yet, its future and pattern
can no longer be taken for granted. For the time being, consumerism, far from rest-
ing on its laurels, seems to be going through a period of well-earned malaise.

This book argues that the fragmentation and unmanageability of the con-
sumer are features of this malaise. As long as the consumer could confidently look
forward to a future of greater prosperity and affluence, the issue of defining the
consumer seemed pedantic. Today, however, defining the consumer has become

Introduction 5
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like a Rorschach Test, the psychologist’s tool, where individuals are invited to say
what they ‘see’ in the shape of an inkblot; the idea is that what they each ‘see’
betrays their state of mind. Similarly, to ask what the consumer is invites us to
explore ourselves, our notions of society and our outlook on life. One’s tendency
is always to search for meaning, cohesion and transparency where there may be
doubt, ambiguity and uncertainty. By accepting fragmentation and unmanage-
ability, this book invites the reader to unravel some of the paradoxes that make
up contemporary consumption and to assess their implications for the future. Are
we going to witness the consumer’s resurgence, metamorphosis or demise?

6 The Unmanageable Consumer
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R
E

A GUMENTS
Five meanings of the term consumerism are introduced, tracing some
continuities in consumption patterns, but also identifying some new
qualities of its contemporary forms. The 20th-century was characterized
by a ‘Fordist Deal’ under which enhanced standards of living compen-
sated for alienated work. This deal has unravelled with the new global
division of labour. The major challenge for consumerism in the future
looks likely to arise from its environmental impact, partly as a result of
the spread of Western consumerism worldwide.

CHAPTER 1
The Emergence of
Contemporary Consumerism

There is little sign that most of the populace wish for anything other
than a continual increase in the availability of such products and the
benefits felt to be received by their possession.

Daniel Miller, 1987: 185
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8 The Unmanageable Consumer

Since the 14th-century, the word ‘to consume’ in English has had negative
connotations, meaning ‘to destroy, to use up, to waste, to exhaust’. By contrast,

the word ‘customer’ was a more positive term, implying ‘a regular and continu-
ing relationship to a supplier’. The unfavourable connotations of the word
‘consumer’ continued to the late 19th-century. Gradually, the meaning of ‘to con-
sume’ shifted from the object that is dissipated to the human need that is fulfilled
in the process (Williams, 1976: 69). It is mainly since the ‘Roaring Twenties’
(1920s) in the USA that the meaning of consumption has broadened still further
to resonate pleasure, enjoyment and freedom (Lasch, 1991). Consumption moved
from a means towards an end – living – to being an end in its own right. Living
life to the full became increasingly synonymous with consumption.

By the beginning of the 21st-century, this had changed. The consumer has
become a totem pole around which a multitude of actions and ideologies are
dancing. Whether en masse or as an individual, the consumer is no longer a
person who merely desires, buys and uses up a commodity. Instead, as we shall
see in subsequent chapters, we encounter the consumer in turn as one who
chooses, buys or refuses to buy; as one who displays or is unwilling to display; as
one who offers or keeps; as one who feels guilt or has moral qualms; as one who
explores or interprets, reads or decodes, reflects or daydreams; as one who pays or
shop-lifts; as one who needs or cherishes; as one who loves or is indifferent; as
one who defaces or destroys.

Like the words consumption and consumer, the word consumerism is part of
different intellectual traditions that for a long time have knowingly or unknow-
ingly disregarded each other. As a result, the word consumerism has come to
mean different things to different people in different contexts. Even within acad-
emic research, the word consumerism has acquired a number of distinct uses. It is
common when talking about consumerism to slip from one usage to another,
hardly being aware of doing so. It is instructive, however, to try to disentangle
some of the different meanings that the term has acquired. We discern at least five
variants, some of which overlap.

1 Consumerism as a moral doctrine in developed countries. In developed
countries, consumption has come to embody a moral doctrine; with the
demise of the Puritan ethic of self-denial, consumption has emerged virtually
unchallenged as the essence of the good life. According to this view, con-
sumerism is the vehicle for freedom, power and happiness. All of these things
lie in the consumer’s ability to choose, acquire, use and enjoy material objects
and experiences. Within this discourse, style, taste, fantasy and sexuality
have come to the forefront; gender makes an intermittent appearance; class
has unjustly tended to be obscured.

2 Consumerism as the ideology of conspicuous consumption. In addition to
defining the meaning of good life (as above), consumption has come to sup-
plant religion, work and politics as the mechanism by which social and sta-
tus distinctions may be established. Display of material commodities fix the
social position and prestige of their owners.

3 Consumerism as an economic ideology for global development. With the
collapse of the Communist bloc and its productionist rhetoric (‘forever more
tons of steel per head’), consumerism, the pursuit of ever-higher standards of
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living in ever-less regulated markets, is seen as supplying the ideological force
underpinning capitalist accumulation in the global system dominated by
transnational corporations. It has become a key feature of international rela-
tions from trade and aid to foreign policy. The nurturing of consumers is seen
as the key to economic development in countries as diverse as those of the
old Soviet bloc, Latin America, Asia and Africa.

4 Consumerism as a political ideology. Formerly the hallmark of the political
Right, this form of consumerism is increasingly embraced across the political
spectrum, in high-, medium- and low-income countries alike. The modern
state has emerged both as a guarantor of consumer rights and minimum stan-
dards and also as a major provider of goods and services. Accordingly, con-
sumerism has entered the realm of party politics. Many right-wing political
parties in the West adeptly shifted their rhetoric from paternalism to present
themselves as parties of choice, freedom and the consumer. Old socialist par-
ties belatedly started to shake off their image as champions of the so-called
nanny state and its association with patronizing attitudes towards what
people need and sanctimonious admonishments against pleasure. According
to this view of consumerism, the marketplace supplies increasingly glam-
orous, stylish goods, while the state is seen as providing shabby, run-down
services, from which proper consumers seek to buy out, if they can afford it. It
is, therefore, the new role of the state to create markets and market disciplines
out of what were previously seen as public goods or services.

5 Consumerism as a social movement seeking to promote and protect the
rights of consumers. Consumer advocacy, dating back to the co-operative
movement in the 19th-century, has developed with changing patterns and
scope of consumption. Some consumer advocates today are moving from con-
cerns over quality and ‘value-for-money’ to a critique of unbridled consumption
in a world of finite resources and a fragile natural environment. Currently con-
sumer advocacy seeking a better deal for the consumer co-exist uneasily along-
side a new wave consumerism with its radical and ethically driven agenda.

Each of the chapters of this book introduces a different face of the consumer and
a distinct variant of consumerism. We will therefore not narrow our discussion by
offering a strict definition of consumerism. We embrace the variety and nuances
in the term in order to draw the connections between the five meanings above. In
this way, we will develop a more complex account of consumerism, as a pheno-
menon that both describes social reality and also shapes our perceptions of social
reality. In all its meanings, consumerism is neither ethically nor politically neutral,
and is therefore a terrain to be contested and argued over. Our object is not merely
to clarify current and past debates on consumerism and consumption, but to
explore the contradictions harboured by contemporary consumption patterns, the
limits to consumerism and the forces that are likely to oppose it in the future.

The rest of this chapter sketches the emergence of Western consumerism. We
examine the circumstances that fostered it and argue that the 21st-century looks
like being a period a considerable malaise for consumerism. In the next 50 years,
it is almost certain that consumerism, as we currently know it, will have peaked
and that affluent societies will be forced to enter the currently uncharted waters
of ‘post-consumerism’ (Lansley, 1994: 234–8). Environmental, population and
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political factors are likely to conspire to deliver this. It is also possible that the centre
of gravity of rampant consumerism will migrate from the de-industrializing West
to the rapidly industrializing East. The paths are unclear.

The Fordist Deal and Contemporary Consumerism

How did it all start? Contemporary consumerism in all its current diversity is
unthinkable without the unwritten deal pioneered by Henry Ford for his employ-
ees: ever-increasing standards of living in exchange for a quiescent labour force. Ford
offered his workforce the carrot of material enjoyment outside the workplace as
compensation for the de-skilling, control and alienation that he imposed in the
workplace. He also recognized the potential of his workers as customers, once they
rose above mere subsistence. ‘If you cut wages, you just cut the number of your
customers’ (Barnet and Cavanagh, 1994: 261). Since that deal was struck, con-
sumerism has come to signify a general preoccupation with consumption stan-
dards and choice as well as a willingness to read meanings in material commodities
and to equate happiness and success with material possessions (Lebergott, 1993).

The Fordist Deal linking consumption to the labour process highlights three
dimensions of 20th-century consumer capitalism that are rarely addressed together.
They will be at the forefront of our discussion throughout this chapter. The first
is its historical character. Consumerism did not appear already shaped and formed
in advanced industrial societies. It was prefigured in earlier societies (McCracken,
1988; McKendrick et al., 1982; Mukerji, 1983; Williams, 1982). Contemporary
consumerism is the product of long-term historical changes. Fordism (as a phe-
nomenon embracing both production and consumption) signalled the transfor-
mation of consumerism from an elite to a mass phenomenon in the 20th-century
in advanced capitalist societies (Williams, 1976). A very different picture emerges
if, instead of approaching contemporary consumerism as the terminus of eco-
nomic and cultural trends, it is looked at as transitional, that is, having to rein-
vent itself or being overtaken by other social forces.

The second dimension of contemporary consumerism is its global nature.
While consumerism touches the minutiae of everyday life, it is a global pheno-
menon in many different ways. It underlines the interconnectedness of national
economies, it affects rich and poor alike, it shapes international trade and (as the
wars in the Middle East have demonstrated) politics and peace (George, 1992;
Gray, 2003) The major players in the consumerist game, the transnational corpo-
rations, are global players, the stakes are global stakes and the implications of the
game itself are global (Barnet and Cavanagh, 1994; Castells, 1996, 1997, 1998;
Held, 1999; Held and McGrew, 2000; Sklair, 1995). By the end of the 20th-century,
just 200 corporations accounted for a fourth of global economic activity. Using
World Bank and Fortune 500 figures, the Institute of Policy Studies compared the
relative power of the top national economies and corporations and produced a
composite Top 200. This found that:

Of the 100 largest economies in the world, 51 are corporations; only 49 are countries (based
on a comparison of corporate sales and country GDPs). […]

The Top 200 corporations’ combined sales are bigger than the combined economies of all
countries minus the biggest 10.

10 The Unmanageable Consumer

02-Gabriel-3361(Ch01).qxd  2/23/2006  9:33 AM  Page 10



The Top 200s’ [companies and countries] combined sales are 18 times the size of the combined
annual income of the 1.2 billion people (24 percent of the total world population) living in
‘severe’ poverty.

While the sales of the Top 200 are the equivalent of 27.5 percent of world economic activity,
they employ only 0.78 percent of the world’s workforce. (Anderson and Cavanagh, 2000: 3)

Consumers themselves are aware of globalization, increasingly encountering
goods that are both similar and familiar all over the world.

This connects with the third dimension, sharply highlighted by the Fordist
Deal, the vital links between contemporary consumerism and production. To be
sure, a central feature of consumerism is the separation of the at times squalid cir-
cumstances of the production of commodities from their glamorized circulation
and sale (Bauman, 1988; Du Gay, 1996b; Frenkel et al., 1999; Korczynski, 2001,
2003; Korczynski et al., 2000; Lasch, 1991; Sturdy et al., 2001). Yet, patterns of con-
sumption are crucially linked with developments in the nature of production. The
consumer is ultimately the same person as the worker or manager now threatened
by continuous mechanization of production and distribution or by the flight of
capital to lower wage economies. Equally, international capital has a lot at stake
in seducing the displaced peasant and exploited workers of the Third World and
converting them into consumers aspiring after Western standards (Bello, 2002;
Durning, 1992; George, 1988; Norberg-Hodge, 1991; Seabrook, 2004; Sklair, 1991).

The History of Consumption

Much consumer research looks at consumers a-historically; it also approaches
consumption as a set of patterns detached from other cultural practices. This is
the approach adopted both by market researchers and by the compilers of official
government statistics who monitor spending power, spending patterns and
changes in buyer behaviour. On such data, many great corporate and state deci-
sions are based – whether to launch a new product; whether to expand into a new
market; whether to tax this product or that service; whether the economy is ‘over-
heating’ or ‘under-consuming’; whether shifts in spending will last; whether this
kind of expenditure should be encouraged or discouraged, and if so how.

Expenditure data can be extraordinarily dry and seemingly lifeless, until
placed in an historical context. Some social historians have devoted considerable
effort to identifying changing patterns of spending across the centuries. John
Burnett, for example, identifies several distinct phases of the cost of living in
England. For about 100 years following 1280, his starting point, prices fluctuated
by 50 percent to 100 percent around a constant level. From 1380 to 1500, prices
stabilized, and were mainly affected by years of harvest failure. From 1500 to the
1650, prices went up six fold, but remained constant from 1650 to the latter half
of the 18th-century, then shooting up by the 1820s. The next major period of
inflation followed the First World War, when they rose, only to crash dramatically
in the 1930s and then rise again following the Second World War. Through these
changes, according to Burnett, the cost of living for people in Southern England
rose 40 fold between the mid-13th and mid-20th centuries (Burnett, 1969: 328).

What the cost of living panorama fails to show is the changing nature and
meaning of consumption through the ages. As Burnett himself has argued, ‘we
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cannot compare the cost of a mediaeval peasant’s cottage with a modern council
house, or of the Wife of Bath’s habit with a miniskirt, in any meaningful way: all
are typical enough of their times, but the times have changed’ (Burnett, 1969:
10–11). Recognizing the limitations of focusing mainly on living standards, a
number of authors since the 1980s have explored the social meaning of consump-
tion in different historical periods. These authors have studied moments in history
when consumption achieved extraordinary opulence and importance, at least for
select social strata. In a pioneering study, McKendrick probed into the demand side
of the early industrial revolution, notably the commercialization of fashion, which
turned the British bourgeoisie into avid spenders (McKendrick et al., 1982). Rosalind
Williams looked at the rampant consumerism of the Parisian bourgeoisie and the
arrival of mass consumption through the institution of department stores in the
late 19th-century (Williams, 1982). Mukerji went further back and examined con-
spicuous consumption among Elizabethan nobility, fuelled by the discovery of
‘fashion’ and the arrival of nouveaux riches (Mukerji, 1983).

What sets modern consumption apart from earlier patterns is not merely
the growth of spending power across social classes and strata, but, more impor-
tantly, the experience of choice as a generalized social phenomenon. No earlier
period afforded social masses the choice of what to spend surplus cash on after
the means of subsistence had been met. This is well illustrated by the decline in
the proportion of household expenditure on food. In Britain, at the start of the
20th-century, working-class consumers were spending around a half to two-thirds
of their income on food (Burnett, 1969). By the middle of that century, food on
average claimed only a third of household expenditure. By the beginning of the
21st-century it was nearer one tenth (National Statistics (Great Britain) and Great
Britain Dept. for Environment Food & Rural Affairs, 2004). True, for the least well
off, the proportion of expenditure spent on food might be twice or three times
that of the rich, but even for them, the cash available for other forms
of consumption are of an order that most 19th-century consumers and many
20th-century consumers in developing countries would find inconceivable. Similar,
if less pronounced, decreases have been noted in most industrial countries
(Lebergott, 1993: 77–83).

By the 1960s, Burnett could note an astonishing shift in consumption patterns
compared to the past:

Far more than ever before goes on services and entertainment, taxation and the various
forms of saving, less on the traditional luxuries, drink and tobacco, but much more on ‘con-
spicuous consumption’ – dress, personal possessions and adornment of the home. With the
exceptions of domestic help and private educational expenses ... it would be a fair general-
ization to say that contemporary spending habits have moved towards what was formerly
regarded as the typically middle-class pattern and away from the traditional working-class
pattern. (Burnett, 1969: 319–20)

The Emergence of Contemporary Consumption

Most commentators on consumption agree that, following the Second World
War, there was an explosion of consumption in the industrialized nations. Many
industries, such as automobiles, chemicals, domestic appliances, electrical and

12 The Unmanageable Consumer

02-Gabriel-3361(Ch01).qxd  2/23/2006  9:33 AM  Page 12



electronic goods, took off, fuelling as well as feeding off a culture of consumerism.
The basic bargain on which consumerism flourished was a more docile workforce
in exchange for ever-increasing standards of living, referred to earlier as the
Fordist Deal.

Because Fordism makes the reproduction of labour power and mass consump-
tion a decisive basis for the process of accumulation and valorization, it must aim
for a tendentially unlimited expansion of consumption, it systematically institu-
tionalizes ‘wish production’ and it constantly extends needs. These can only be
satisfied in commodity form, which produces ever-new needs. The ‘endlessness of
needs’ introduced with Fordist society, the limitless nature of consumer demands
inherent in the Fordist model of consumption, contains an inbuilt tendency to a
material ‘demand inflation’. … [This] binds the structure of the Fordist individual
with consumerism, which may certainly be politically stabilising, but also has an
economically precarious effect’ (Hirsch, 1991: 168).

Governments became vital parties to the Fordist Deal, leading some commenta-
tors like Hirsch (1991) and Jessop (2001) to speak of the ‘Fordist State’. Governments
became guarantors of full employment: ‘Work and you will be able to consume; con-
sume and you will be in work’ (Bunting, 2004). Following the post-Second World
War reconstruction, politics in the affluent world came to be dominated by govern-
ments’ credibility, whatever the hue, to deliver on promises to improve living stan-
dards (Hobsbawm, 1994: 579ff.). Political economy became a constant ‘compare
and contrast’ exercise between the different types of contract with consumers
(Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars, 1993). This was signalled in the UK by the
defeat of the Labour government in 1950–51 whose seemingly endless policy of
frugality since 1945 was swept aside by the Conservatives’ promise of a better deal
for the consumer (Hennessy, 1992) and in the USA by the post-war continuation
of the ‘American Way of Life’ that began before it (Mander, 1991: 21–4).

In economic geographical terms, the world’s economy is now dominated
by regional trading blocs, in North America around the USA, in Europe around a
golden ‘triangle’ of London–Bonn–Milan, and in the Far East, initially around
Japan and increasingly around China and India. All such blocs are deeply in love
with the consumer. Much is made of the differences between them, particularly
in regard to their emphasis on the role of government, the price of their labour
and their consumers’ spending power. It is less often remarked that all these blocs,
in spite of their political and other differences, offer their populations not dis-
similar versions of the consumer dream: pleasure through spending.

Throughout the period referred to by Hobsbawm (1994), as the Golden Age of
the West (1947–72), this policy was highly successful, with ever-increasing oppor-
tunities for consumers to spend on goods such as records, clothes, homes, cars. By
the 1960s, standards of living as measured by traditional indicators of consump-
tion had improved spectacularly, with the USA, as so often, leading the way
(Lebergott, 1993). In 1920, 16 percent of US households had a phonograph; by
1960 31 percent had one (Lebergott, 1993: 137). In 1900, only 20 percent of US
households had a horse. In 1920, 26 percent had a car and by 1989, nearly 90 per-
cent had one. In 1925, 10 percent of US households had a radio; by 1990, 99 per-
cent had one and 98 percent had a television.

Internationally, the USA led a common emerging pattern among rich countries.
By 1960, 93 percent of US households had hot running water, in the UK 77 percent
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had, in the Netherlands 67 percent, France 41 percent, West Germany 34 percent.
Fifty-five percent of US households had a washing machine, 45 percent in the UK,
69 percent in the Netherlands, 32 percent in France and 36 percent in West
Germany. Seventy-seven percent of US households had a car, 35 percent in the UK,
26 percent in the Netherlands, 40 percent in France and 26 percent in West
Germany (Lebergott, 1993: 111). It is this explosion of consumer spending power
that is now promoted in the fast developing Asian countries.

Time studies offer another way of looking at changes in people’s behaviour as
consumers, signalling the rise of Western consumerism. The major trends here
have included for substantial savings of time spent on domestic labour accompa-
nied by considerably increased amounts of time spent on transport, shopping and
working (Bunting, 2004). There are national differences here, with Anglo-Saxon
economies promoting long working hours, while European polities seek to defend
a social model of progress that includes shorter working weeks, longer holidays
and more time spent with families.

Gershuny has also drawn attention to wide variations by social class; for exam-
ple, British working-class housewives saw a decline in their domestic work time
from the 1950s until the mid 1970s, whereas middle-class housewives saw a
twofold increase (Gershuny, 1992: 16). He insists on a general increase of time
spent on consumption activities:

Productivity growth (at work) leads to a need for more time to consume the social product.
Consumption takes time: the more we produce, the more time we need for consumption.
Working time reduction, in short, is a phenomenon of a deeply materialist society.
(Gershuny, 1992: 21)

Time studies, like those pioneered by Gershuny, provide interesting information.
Like expenditure figures, however, they stop short of unravelling the motives and
sentiments of the consumer. Both traditions of studying consumer behaviour
indicate how consumers ‘vote’ in the marketplace, not why they do. The picture
that emerges is that in advanced capitalist societies, people spend more money on
more goods and spend more time spending money. But what of the meanings of
these goods? Are the luxuries of yesteryear still regarded as luxuries, or have they
become necessities? And is time spent shopping to be regarded as leisure time or
as domestic labour time? Is time spent driving an expensive car (or a cheap one)
to the supermarket (or to work) to be seen as enjoyable consumption or as rou-
tine drudge? Such questions cannot be answered by economic studies alone. The
role of consumption within ideology should also be addressed.

Consumption and the New Conservatism

The emergence of modern consumerism can hardly be reduced to spending
patterns. Equally, it should not be studied outside the ideological context of the Cold
War. Throughout this period, glamorized consumption of the West as depicted in
advertisements and celebrated in television series, was at least as potent an ideo-
logical weapon in the super-power confrontation as space exploits or gold medal
hauls in the Olympic Games. The patent effectiveness of Western free enterprise
in supplying a plethora of constantly mutating and highly desirable consumer
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products was held as final evidence of the superiority of capitalist market forces,
entrepreneurship, free trade and political systems. Chronic shortages of consumer
goods, perennial queues and the absurd inefficiencies of the Soviet bogeyman
became as important a part of Western propaganda as civil rights abuses and polit-
ical oppression. Since then, of course, the Chinese economic success has indicated
that its brand of Communism was not intrinsically hostile to expanding con-
sumer markets; certainly, it seized the opportunity to recast itself as the efficient
low-cost labour, reliable source of cheap luxuries to the rest while also fuelling its
own consumerist boom.

But the eulogies of Western consumerism set against the alleged bleakness of
the communist system did not merely originate with the propagandists of the
Cold War. Scorning a long sceptical and critical tradition from the 19th-century
to the present, which included Alexis de Tocqueville, Max Weber, Georg Simmel,
Thorstein Veblen, R.H. Tawney and culminated in André Gorz and Herbert
Marcuse, many Western economists found much to celebrate in consumerism. To
them, the planned economies of the Soviet bloc provided a tangible model against
which positive comparisons could be made. Milton Friedman and Friedrich Hayek,
for instance, argued that consumers under Soviet-style command economies can
only walk down the ‘road to serfdom’. Command economies offer next to nothing,
Friedman argued, compared to Western economies, which gain under ‘co-operation
through voluntary exchange’, that is, voluntary associations through the free
market’s price mechanism (Friedman and Friedman, 1980: 3–14). Raymond Aron,
no uncritical celebrant of Western consumerism, noted that under the old Soviet
system:

consumer choice has been almost completely eliminated. The distribution of national
resources between investment and consumption is dictated by the planners, and even the
distribution of resources between various sectors of industry, or between industry and agri-
culture, is not determined by the consumers. (Aron, 1967: 109)

In Soviet economies, it was a political choice not to give consumers choice. The
state controlled the price of goods, taxing the difference between what it bought
and sold products for. Thus planners had the power to decide ‘whether or not
to satisfy the desires of this or that category of consumers’ (Aron, 1967: 110).
Socialist economists joined in the critique of Soviet-style planned economies. Alec
Nove, long before the demise of the USSR, pilloried the idiocy of giving the plan-
ner primacy over the end-user. Power over economic activity in the USSR, argued
Nove, would ultimately have to be given to the consumer. ‘To influence the pat-
tern of production by their behaviour as buyers is surely the most genuinely
democratic way to give power to consumers. There is no direct “political” alter-
native’ (Nove, 1983: 225).

Nove lived long enough to see his prognosis come true. The Soviet system
could not last without the market mechanism, continuously failing to meet the
aspirations of its consumers. He would have been critical, however, of those like
Stanley Lebergott who, since the collapse of Soviet economies at the end of the
1980s, have been singing the praises of the market. Lebergott, a US free market
economist, argued that the consumer-led market economy is simply the best
social system. Others have been devised, but only when the consumer is in the
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driving seat is the ‘pursuit of happiness’ successful and egalitarian. His missionary
fervour in favour of consumerist culture led him into some well-known mine-
fields. For example, he exalted the wide availability of affordable cars to the US
consumer, which extended the privilege of travel from the rich to all social strata.
If ‘tons of steel per head of population’ was the sign of economic prowess and
social progress for the old-style Soviet planners, for Lebergott ‘cars per head of
population’ was the measure of happiness, freedom and social justice (Lebergott,
1993). Along with ideologues of the conservatives then known as ‘the New Right’,
Lebergott idolized motor-cars, choosing to ignore their social and environmental
dysfunctions, the injuries and death that they cause, the frustration of traffic jams
or lengthy journeys to work, to school or to the shop. For him, as for Margaret
Thatcher, the motor-car epitomized the freedom of private consumers to go where
they please, without relying on government, business or anyone else to run the
buses, coaches or railways on time.

Throughout the Reagan–Thatcher years of the 1980s, a backlash against
Keynesian economics in the West ushered in a phase of almost unchallenged
supremacy for the free market. Consumerism shifted from an ideological weapon
in the Cold War to an ideological weapon for the New Right. It became fashion-
able for apostles of the free market on both sides of the Atlantic to view con-
sumers as the storm-troopers of freedom. Their foes were no longer Soviet-style
planners, but social-democratic politicians who supposedly wished to tax citizens,
in order to provide whatever provisions – housing, health, education, railways,
parks, roads – they believed were needed. The 1970s and 1980s saw the spectacu-
lar resurrection of Adam Smith, a selective reading of whose ideas provided the
gospel of the New Right. Markets work, leave everything to the market, became
the cry. Adam Smith was right:

It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our
dinner, but from their regard to their own interest. We address ourselves, not to their humanity
but to their self-love, and never talk to them of our own necessities but of their advantages.
(Smith, 1970[1776]: 119)

Adam Smith’s prototypical consumers did not have to contend with advertisers
enticing them to have a second and a third dinner, let alone to ‘graze’ on snacks
all day long; nor were they faced with different brands of meat, beer and bread,
each proclaiming its own personality. But Smith’s present-day enthusiasts believe
that neither the increasing concentration of economic activity nor the effects of
mass media and advertising undermine the fundamental value of markets in
ensuring efficient economic activity.

Consumerism and the Mass Media

The role of the mass media and advertising in fuelling and sustaining contem-
porary consumerism has been widely debated and contested. What is beyond
doubt is that consumerism, in its many guises, found in the mass media the ideal
vehicle both for its self-definition and for its dissemination. Modern consumerism
really takes off with the growth of effective advertising campaigns, where the
systematic moulding of consciousness can take place. Modern media of mass

16 The Unmanageable Consumer

02-Gabriel-3361(Ch01).qxd  2/23/2006  9:33 AM  Page 16



communication enabled advertisers to capture the attention and imagination of
millions, to stop chance dictating how a product is seen and to shape thoughts
and actions in particular ways. Raymond Williams suggested that the develop-
ment of modern commercial advertising is highly significant in the creation of
consumerism. Under late 19th-century capitalism, mass manufacture was related
to the satisfaction of relatively fixed needs. Early forms of advertising were pri-
marily meant to notify potential customers about available supply (Williams,
1976: 69). Modern advertising, on the other hand, is forged on the assumption
that consumers have different means of satisfying needs; indeed, that consumers
can derive pleasures and satisfactions that have little to do with needs. Modern
advertising makes no secret of its aim to stimulate desire rather than to propose
the means for satisfying needs (Lury, 1994, 1996, 2004).

Much has been written about the genius and creativity of marketing as well as
about the effectiveness of the techniques used. These techniques have become
increasingly indirect and sophisticated, relying on product placements, texting, the
creation of rumours and systematic manufacture of fashion in goods. Advertisers
regularly counter criticisms that they manipulate the public and generate artificial
needs for spurious products by pointing at the numerous failed campaigns and
at advertisements that backfired. They also like to argue that today’s ‘sophisticated
consumers’ are not easily taken in by crass salesmanship, that advertisements
today are a subtle art form, stimulating thinking and providing humour and enter-
tainment. Some of these arguments will be examined in detail in the chapters that
follow. While it is wrong to attribute to advertisers demonic powers of deception
and persuasion, it is equally wrong to overlook the cumulative effect of advertis-
ing on culture. Irrespective of whether a campaign is successful, whether an adver-
tisement is witty or mundane, whether it is addressed to a mass or a niche market,
the cumulative effect of advertising is to associate commodities (and especially
brands) with meanings, that is, to turn commodities into what Baudrillard called
sign values (Baudrillard, 1988b[1970]). Whether one is looking for happiness, iden-
tity, beauty, love, masculinity, youth, marital bliss or anything else, there is a com-
modity somewhere that guarantees to provide it. Through advertising, meanings
are spuriously attached onto commodities, which are then presented as the bridges
to fulfilment and happiness (McCracken, 1988).

The effects of advertisements on the ‘unsophisticated’ consumer are even more
far-reaching. Mendelson and his co-researchers (Mendelson, 1992) voice a common
concern that children are especially vulnerable (Mendelson, 1992). Advertisers,
they argue, use two approaches to sell products to children: normal advertise-
ments and programme-length commercials that promote action figures and prod-
ucts related to the show.

Young children are unable to distinguish between programs and commercials and do not
understand that commercials are designed to sell products. This observation suggests that
any advertising directed are young children is inherently unfair. (Mendelson, 1992: 343)

Thus the culture of consumption is reproduced within each generation. This culture
is exported to the Third World with equal facility. In her study of Ladakh culture in
Nepal, Helena Norberg-Hodge (1991) charted the impact that television had on
a society previously locked into its extraordinary frugal ecological way of life for
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centuries. Within a few short years from the introduction of television, children,
aged 6 or less, started to see their own food as primitive and backward, refusing
to eat what had been eaten for centuries and had been regarded with pride. In
many other areas of consumption, Western goods came to be regarded as modern,
civilized and desirable while their traditional counterparts were dismissed as back-
ward and uncivilized. In a couple of decades, that culture was broken up irre-
versibly (Norberg-Hodge, 1991). While Norberg-Hodge acknowledged the role of
other agents in such a cultural invasion, her research highlighted the power of the
media and Western advertising and acts as a particularly striking reminder of the
likely effects on local cultures of further globalization of the mass media through
satellite and cable systems (Barnet and Cavanagh, 1994: 137–60).

Consumerism at the Fin-de-siècle

The 1980s is retrospectively recognized as the moment of triumph for con-
sumerism. The old moral restraints on consumption (such as remnants of frugal-
ity and thrift associated with the Protestant work ethic, guilt, or vestiges of
snobbery vis-à-vis conspicuous consumption) were swept aside by an extraordi-
nary, credit-led consumerist boom (Lee, 1993). Successful businessmen, and a few
businesswomen, emerged as cultural super-heroes, temporarily joining film and
sports stars. Greed lost some of its pejorative, puritanical connotations. The other
side of the coin in the 1980s in the West was a crumbling social infrastructure, a
squeeze on social services and a sizeable proportion of the population that was
kept out of the consumer party (Mack and Lansley, 1985, 1992; Townsend, 1979,
1993; Toynbee, 2003). At the end of the 20th-century, according to Zygmunt
Bauman (Bauman, 1992) the ‘new poor’ were defined not by absolute standards
of deprivation but by the lack of choice and their dependence on state provisions.
In a strange way, the new poor not only did not spoil the party for the rest, but
on the contrary tended to make it sweeter. According to Bauman, the poor were
seen as failed consumers who stumbled in their exercise of choice and were then
forced to accept the state’s choices on their behalf:

The radical unfreedom of welfare recipients is but an extreme demonstration of a more
general regulatory principle which underlies the vitality of the consumer-led social system.
(Bauman, 1988: 69)

In the 1990s, the atmosphere changed, nowhere better indicated than in the
tougher tone of many advertisements. Martin Davidson, a former advertising
executive, commented on how the advertising industry responded to this new
brashness with hard threatening images, which underlined the risks and dangers
of modern life, inviting consumers to join the select ranks of ‘survivors’ who can
join the party. In the following passage, he observed this change in a well-known
series of British vodka advertisements:

There was a new hardness in the air, particularly manifest in the images we confronted in the
ads. Lifestyle had become a commodity in its own right. Take Smirnoff, the vodka that for
years sent itself up with a campaign style that was the epitome of camp (all those ‘I thought
X was Y until I discovered Smirnoff’). ‘Just good friends’ [the replacement advertisement

18 The Unmanageable Consumer

02-Gabriel-3361(Ch01).qxd  2/23/2006  9:33 AM  Page 18



series] has, however, thrown this all over. This was 80s consumerism in its new guise. For a
start it looks different; its production values are affected anti glam, and the strapline throw-
away cryptic. […] This is life underground, on the edge, on the up, utter self-confidence even
when narcissistically threatened. (Davidson, 1992: 67–8)

The consumerist party ended abruptly with the end of the 1980s boom. It was ironic
that just as the collapse of the Soviet empire came as final confirmation of the supe-
riority of the Western economic and social system (at least for Francis Fukuyama
(1992) and those like him), the West was entering a period of recession, accompa-
nied by profound self-doubt and unease. The recession had several distinct features
compared to earlier ones. For one, it affected strata of society – managerial, profes-
sional, home-owning, thoroughly middle-class – which had rarely experienced the
reality or even the threat of unemployment in recent times. Hardship, privation and
feelings of profound economic insecurity were more widespread and more perva-
sive. On both sides of the Atlantic, the spirit of the times appeared to be captured
in the poetic justice seen when some of the abrasive ‘yuppies’ of the 1980s fell on
hard times. Even those spared the direct effects of the recession seemed to be
afflicted by an ethic of parsimony. Surprisingly, even as signs of recovery were her-
alded, Western consumers found it hard to re-discover their appetite for spending.
The term ‘spending fatigue’ made an appearance (see Lansley, 1994).

The 1990s witnessed the appearance in Europe of US-style cheap mass retail
outlets, substantially undercutting the prices of both high-street shops and out-of-
town supermarkets. They also witnessed consumer spending on basics, such as
food, being concentrated into fewer supermarket chains competing, or at least
giving the impression of competing, for the first time in ages on price (Competition
Commission (UK), and Dept. of Trade and Industry (UK), 2000; Raven, et al., 1995).
Words like ‘savings’, ‘value’, ‘free’, ‘unrepeatable offer’, and so on, reappeared in
advertisements. These trends made us ponder in the first edition of this book
whether that phase marked a blip, a crisis or the twilight of consumerism. In retro-
spect, our diagnosis of generalized uncertainty owed more to our focus on North
American, British and Japanese consumerism than on the rest of the globe.

In the 2000s, the picture is more mixed. American consumerism resurged on
the back of a vast array of new products, such as mobile phones, computers and
electronic goods, new forms of distribution, mainly through the Internet, and
new forms of consumer credit. A low value of the dollar, huge military spending
and colossal trade and budget deficits have further heated consumer spending.
Starting from different levels, the UK along with some of the economies of former
Soviet-bloc countries have also seen unprecedented consumer booms. China and
India, at least their elites, joined the big spending consumer societies, helped by
tariff reductions and globalized supply chains. By contrast, other countries saw
major reversals. France, Germany and several countries of ‘old Europe’ saw their
consumer spending squeezed and their economies static. Argentina and many
South American countries have regressed to under-development, while much of
Africa remains consigned to near or just above subsistence consumption. Japan
continues to stagnate (UNDP, 2001).

There is no agreement on whether the current mixed picture for consumerism
will continue or whether we are at the point of a more fundamental structural
change in the nature of consumption. American neo-Cons, like their partners
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elsewhere in the world, are determined to keep their faith in the market to right
itself and are unwilling to be dragged by fainthearts back into Keynesian state
investment to create demand. Europe is caught in the midst of another heated
debate between a social vision for capitalism with an enduring role for the state
or whether it should move towards an Anglo-Saxon model of unbridled markets.
Many Europeans appear unwilling to relinquish their rights and responsibilities as
citizens in favour of accepting as consumers the beneficence of markets.

China and the rapidly industrializing nations of the Far East offer new market
opportunities for Western businesses and producers. The prospect of more than 1
billion consumers in China owning washing-machines and driving cars is one that
fills them with excitement, even as it concerns ecologists, already worried by the
damage caused by the world’s first 1 billion members of the excessively consuming
class. China, India and other Asian nations doubtless represent the new terrains of
consumerism, displaying a voracious appetite for prestigious Western goods and
rapidly replacing local markets with Western-style shopping complexes and hyper-
markets. Whether these nations will come to the rescue of consumerism in the
West is rather more doubtful. Their economic success, based on their ability to sup-
plant the West as centres of manufacturing industry, strikes at the heart of the
Fordist Deal on which contemporary consumerism has been based. Workers and
managers in the core businesses of the Fordist Deal (cars, household and electrical
goods, chemicals, textiles, ship-building, and so on) have suffered as their indus-
tries have contracted (‘downsizing’), rationalized production techniques to use
fewer production centres or seen their centres shifted to the new manufacturing
boom areas of the Far East, the newly industrializing countries (NICs) (Broad and
Cavanagh, 1993; Lang and Hines, 1993). As capital was attracted away from the old
manufacturing centres to areas where wages are low and where standards of welfare
and protection for the workers and the environment are laxer, new areas of eco-
nomic activity appeared to take some of the slack, sustaining high levels of
consumption among new groups of aggressively spending nouveaux riches.

Production and Consumption

When writing the first edition of this book, we envisaged two major structural
obstacles to the continuing hegemony of the Fordist Deal and Western con-
sumerism at the end of the 20th-century. These were, first, the new global division
of labour, following the loosening of trade barriers at regional and global levels,
and second, environmental limits, exhaustion and degradation associated with
rampant consumption. In the 21st-century, looking back, we can say that we over-
emphasized the importance of the first factor and under-emphasized, if anything,
the second. In spite of the continuing drain of jobs from the industrial to the devel-
oping countries, new areas of economic activity have provided substantial com-
pensation and opportunities for earning. Many Western consumers may no longer
enjoy ‘jobs for life’ enabling them to make long-term spending plans. However, in
Anglo-Saxon countries, work opportunities in the new knowledge and information
industries, the media, education, health, tourism, sport and entertainment have
enabled many of them to sustain spending sprees of conspicuous and luxurious
consumption.
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The precept ‘the producer is also the consumer, the consumer is also producer’,
held somewhat different meanings to Henry Ford and Karl Marx. Yet they were
both clear that work and consumption are closely interlinked activities. Unlike
some sociologists who have viewed consumption as supplanting work as a source
of meaning and identity in people’s lives, work and consumption form a unity
that becomes reconfigured in different historical periods. If the Fordist Deal
offered stable, well-paid, deskilled, alienated jobs in exchange for uniform and
methodical mass consumption, post-Fordism augurs a new deal whereby unpre-
dictable employment in highly visible front-line jobs fuels a wide variety of
lifestyle consumption patterns. Identities, instead of emerging out of steady jobs,
steady class positions and predictable consumption aspirations are being forged
from a variety of transient lifestyle options that include work, sexuality, leisure
pursuits, choice of brands and so forth. While in countries like Germany and
Japan, increasing casualization of work has tempered the appetites of many con-
sumers, in Anglo-Saxon countries it appears to have had the opposite effect,
unlocking new forms of hedonistic consumption. ‘While the going is good, enjoy
what you have’ appears to be the dominant motto.

In The Corrosion of Character: The Personal Consequences of Work in the New
Capitalism, Richard Sennett (1998) argues that new flexible work arrangements pro-
mote a short-term, opportunistic outlook among employees, one that undermines
trust and loyalty. Insecurity and fear are endemic. Careers become spasmodic and
fragmented, their different steps failing to generate cohesive or integrated life-
stories. Exposed to intrusive monitoring of performance, employees feel constantly
on trial, yet they are never sure of the goals at which they are aiming. There are no
objective measures of what it means to do a good job, and those celebrated for their
achievements one day easily find themselves on the receiving end of redundancy
packages the next. Showing eagerness, being willing to play any game by any rules,
looking attractive and involved, while at the same time maintaining a psychologi-
cal distance and looking for better prospects elsewhere, these are the chameleon-
like qualities of the new economy. Above all, the opportunism of the new economy
means being constantly on the look-out for new opportunities and never being sat-
isfied with what one has. The missed opportunity represents the ultimate failure in
this state of affairs. Constant job moves, preoccupation with image and the look of
CVs/resumés, absence of commitments and sacrifices, these stand in opposition to
traditional family values of duty, commitment, constancy and caring.

Sennett illustrates his arguments with a few well-chosen case studies. Wherever
he focuses, Sennett observes different elements of the same picture – flexibility,
dictated by global markets and ever-changing technologies, promoting oppor-
tunism, short-termism and insecurity while destroying values, trust, community
and caring. A deep anxiety and insecurity permeates workplaces. This, by itself, is
not new. Earlier generations of employees worried; they worried because of the
vagaries of the labour markets, social injustice and lack of control over their fate.
Today’s employees, however, perceive themselves as having choices, which can
make the difference between success and failure. ‘I make my own choices;
I take full responsibility for moving around so much’ (Sennett, 1998) says one of
Sennett’s interviewees, who seems to abhor dependency above all else.

Sennett displays no interest in linking these aspirations and experiences of
people as workers with their aspirations and experiences as consumers, but the
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links are clear. Choice is once again the key word and experience – choices of
lifestyles, of brands, of partners and so forth. Opportunism rules along with an
acceptance of highs and lows. Instead of a coherent linear life story, today’s con-
sumers, just like their alter-egos, today’s producers, accept uncertainty and inse-
curity, creating multiple and overlapping storylines with themselves as central
characters. Thus the volatility of consumer demand and the flexibility of organi-
zations and consequent casualization of work feed off each other, creating a new
configuration for the unity of production and consumption that, far from under-
mining consumerism, sustains it.

Environmental Limits to Consumerism

If casualization of work has not brought about the slow-down of consumption
that at one moment it appeared poised to do in the mid-1990s, the severity of
looming ecological crisis is likely to prove a more serious obstacle. It has now
become almost universally uncontested that the single collective brake on future
unbridled consumption is its environmental impact. To consume is to use
resources. There is no aspect of consumption that does not have an environmen-
tal implication. Making, moving and marketing goods has a footprint, using
space, energy and human labour. When this book was first written, the evidence
was already strong that there might be finite limits to population, oil/energy
availability, other raw materials and the earth’s capacity to absorb pollution and
waste. By the start of the new century, that evidence had got much stronger
(Global Environment Facility, UNEP: GEO Section, and UNEP: Division of GEF
Coordination, 2002; Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (Program), 2005). And
the evidence for ‘new’ pressures, notably climate change, had persuaded even
short-termist politicians and commentators to see the connections between con-
sumption and environmental degradation. The environmental impact of con-
sumption is forcing us to reformulate what is meant by human and social
progress.

The challenge of creating modes of consumption that are at least environ-
mentally benign, and at best environmentally beneficial, is now the great chal-
lenge of the age. The drivers for this challenge are increasingly clear. For instance,
the world currently has 6 billion people to feed, many of whom it fails to do
(while overfeeding others). This is anticipated to grow to 9 or 10 billion by the
middle of the 21st-century (UNFPA, 2004). Industrial countries, far from being
sheltered from such demographic pressures, will experience a drop in productive
population and a simultaneous growth of elderly and dependent people.

Since the 1970s, an emerging environmental movement coupled with a now
forgotten hippie reaction to materialism had decried the ecological impact of
unfettered consumption (Fritsch, 1974; Meadows and Club of Rome, 1972). As
one of the earliest and most trenchant critiques put it, ‘the combination of
human numbers and per capita consumption has a considerable impact on the
environment, in terms of both the resources we take from it and the pollutants
we impose on it’ (Goldsmith et al., 1972: 2).

Thirty years on, the questions regarding the capacity of the earth to maintain
its population have grown. The debate is no longer just about absolute levels of
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population or just about the exhaustion of particular types of raw materials, but
about the continuing impact on the ecosystem of reckless consumption in the
developed world and desperate attempts to escape poverty and hunger in the
developing world. Even if the planet can sustain twice or three times its present
population, it is patently unequipped to sustain it at the present level of the
wasteful and polluting lifestyles of the affluent nations (Johnson, 1992). Early pes-
simists argued starkly that ‘if we attempt to preserve the consumer economy
indefinitely, ecological forces will dismantle it savagely’ (Durning, 1992: 107).
Optimists, on the other hand, continue to place their faith on technical fixes
(cleaner cars, recycling, energy-conservation etc.), on the resourcefulness of mar-
kets in finding rational solutions (Cairncross, 1991: 153ff.; von Weizacher et al.,
1996) and, less conspicuously, the determination of governments to see that the
poor, the disenfranchised and the starving, at home and abroad, are kept at bay.

Since the (re)birth of a modern environmental movement (Pearce, 1991), the
environmental critique of consumerism has moved from being a minor irritant to
a business associated with hippies to being a major challenge. The Western model
of consumerism is, like a junkie, dependent on oil not just to make, but to move
and market goods. Despite denials from political leaders in the USA and UK, there
seems little doubt that the invasion of Iraq and overthrow of Saddam Hussein was
partly, if not wholly, driven by the need to retain Iraqi oil for Western use (Gray,
2003). Water wars loom, as climate change and soil depletion threaten the capa-
city of agriculture to supply enough food for everyone (Lang and Heasman, 2004).
These adversities will become considerably exacerbated by climate changes that
will render much land uninhabitable, enhance desertification and accelerate
water use and add to pressures on migration. Some commentators anticipated
widespread social and political unrest, possible wars and serious economic dislo-
cation that are unlikely to leave consumerism in its current patterns.

Although there is wide agreement about the environmental ‘tipping points’
that are likely to change policy and the direction of current consumerism, there
is surprisingly less political expression of the environmental critique of con-
sumerism. Those arguing a fundamentalist ‘back to nature’ position and ‘a plague
on all consumption’ position are so far less represented in governments than
those promoting either a continued right to consume ad nauseam or a ‘light’
green, ameliorative approach. Some, in the corridors of power, know that the
environment will sooner or later halt current consumption, but they prefer to
back a compromise position: the promotion of more energy efficiency and
tougher recycling, resource reuse, and so on. The challenge, according to this
technocratic response, is not whether to use the environment, but how to use it
well, efficiently and effectively.

If their formal political impact has so far been modest, bit by bit, environ-
mentalists have re-opened a fundamental ideological critique of Western con-
sumption: that it damages even as it gives pleasure to the consumer; that it carries
a likely seed of its own undoing; that the nature and scale of production now
threatens the maintenance of present styles of consumption. In an appeal to busi-
ness to change the direction of consumption, Hawken was early to argue that con-
temporary capitalism is ecologically unsophisticated, reducing everything to
crude annual indicators of profit and loss that are unable to account for the
longevity of by-products of consumption such as toxins in the environment.
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Our current system [of managing toxins] is based on the fascinating reverse of responsibility
and accountability. If my dog gets loose and bites someone, I have to pay, but if a corpora-
tion’s chemicals get loose and poison groundwater, rivers, fish, and ultimately humans, it is
we, the citizens, who pay. (Hawken, 1993: 70)

Ironically, the unparalleled period of post-war consumption meant that, by the
early 21st-century, the word ‘consumer’ has regained its older, destructive connota-
tions, as a result of the environmental critique. Concern for the environment draws
together people from across the conventional political spectrum. Whether a green
movement can redefine politics, consumption and the nature of the good life or
whether it will be compromised and incorporated is still unclear. In many democ-
ratic countries there are Green political parties, but they generally remain small,
despite prophecies that the Green movement is the greatest ideological adversary to
global capitalism, following the collapse of communism (Sklair, 1991: 71ff.). The
Greens are fashioning a vocabulary deeply critical of consumerism and a global con-
sciousness (‘we are all fellow travellers on spaceship Earth’). They may be able to tap
into the old tradition that sees progress as having limits and views overweening
desire as calling for retribution (Lasch, 1991). Today’s reckless consumption cer-
tainly has to be paid for sooner or later. The goods we consume, not just their wrap-
ping paper, ends up in the refuse tip and landfill sites are now themselves ecological
sores, reminders that today’s pleasure can be tomorrow’s pollution.

Capitalism has responded to the growing and strong evidence about con-
sumption’s environmental impact in a variety of ways. If there are fewer captains
of industry or politicians today than in the 1990s who deny the importance of the
environment, there are still lamentably fewer prepared to question the right to
consume on environmental grounds. Indeed, Western capitalist cheerleaders are,
at the time of writing, redoubling efforts to encourage consumers to consume
more to maintain economic activity and continue to pursue narrowly defined
progress, while at the same time beginning to focus on the urgent need to tackle
climate change as though this has nothing to do with consumerism.

Looking Ahead

At the start of the 21st-century, Western consumerism is definitely facing struc-
tural uncertainty. It is threatened by technological, economic, but especially
environmental and demographic forces. To argue that the future shape of con-
sumption is forged by the free actions of sovereign consumers in the world’s
marketplaces is no longer a plausible policy. Consumers are daily involved in
numerous choices, often unaware of their environmental impact, let alone being
willing to pay or otherwise take full responsibility for it.

As we shall see in the next chapter, there are serious limits to both range and
types of choice available to consumers. Consumerism is the outcome of a com-
plex interplay of forces – political ideology, production, class relations, interna-
tional trade, economic theory, cultural and moral values. The rest of this book
explores these themes by looking at various faces of the contemporary consumer.
Each chapter is a variation on a theme, probing deeper into what is meant by the
consumer and consumerism. In the last chapter we shall return to address the
questions raised in the first two.
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Choice is the concept that has come virtually to define contemporary
consumption, assuming different psychological, cultural and economic
dimensions. However, there are now serious questions about whether
choice constitutes a supreme and uncontested value for individuals or
societies. While constituting the basis of today’s freedom and driving
economic development and progress, choice is shown to have a darker
side as well as different negative consequences for individuals and
economies.

CHAPTER 2
The Consumer as Chooser

The ancient Greeks were right. The ideal of the chosen life does not
square with how we live. We are not authors of our lives; we are not
even part-authors of the events that mark us most deeply. Nearly
everything that is most important in our lives is unchosen. The
time and place we are born, our parents, the first language we
speak – these are chance, not choice. It is the casual drift of things
that shapes our most fateful relationships. The life of each of us
is a chapter of accidents.

Gray, 2002: 109
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26 The Unmanageable Consumer

Choice lies at the centre of the idea of consumerism, both as its emblem and
as its core value. The principle advantages of choice can be summed up in a

few brief notions: 

• All choice is good; the more choice there is for consumers, the better for
consumers.

• Choice is good for the economy; it is the driving force for efficiency, growth
and diversity.

• A social system based on choice is better than one without; choice is the
supreme value.

• Consumer capitalism means more choice for everyone.

In this chapter, we explore from where the idea of choice draws its power, and
ask why it seduces consumers, politicians and intellectuals alike. We question
whether all choice is the supreme value that it is meant to be, by examining three
distinct intellectual traditions that address it: psychological, cultural and eco-
nomic. We do not deny the reality of choice for many consumers, but we argue
that the limitations of choice are as important:

1 Choice without information is not real choice. Almost everyone agrees with
that. The contention starts over what sort of information is appropriate, how
much, in what format and given by whom.

2 Choice between similar options is only choice in a marginal sense, like choos-
ing between Tweedledum and Tweedledee. It can be psychologically signifi-
cant to the chooser, but of minor social or historical significance.

3 Choice limited only to those with resources undermines the advantages
of choice for all. It helps to be rich, but to be rich is not a pre-condition for
happiness through choice.

4 The overabundance of choices leads to diminishing returns. It leads to fears
of failing, worries about choosing the right option. This applies not just to
major decisions (for example, marriage, career, house, holiday), but to trivial
ones (for example, which dish to order from a menu). 

5 Choice can be used as a smoke screen for shedding responsibility or for decep-
tion. If one is seen as actively choosing a particular option, one is expected
not to complain when it goes wrong; for example, if a cosmetic operation
leads of complications or if a used car turns out turns out wrong. 

It is hard to stand back from the notion of choice. Choice is inextricably linked
with morality, notions of right and wrong, good and evil. Even those who set out
to take morality out of the study of choice, back into it themselves. Others who
deride choice as a mere bourgeois illusion would be up in arms if their choice of
newspapers or TV channel or books was restricted. Choice is something one gets
used to, which why it is a sensitive issue. As individuals, everyone likes to believe
that they have choices, even if they do not exercise them. The last thing they will
surrender when everything else is lost is their right to choice. Pandora’s Box was
Zeus’ gift to Pandora, a valuable receptacle containing all the blessings of the gods;
when opened, everything escaped, with the exception of hope. Like Pandora,
today’s consumer may be at risk of losing all the blessings for the sake of retain-
ing choice.
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Exploring Choice

Every shift in culture invents or reinvents an image of the consumer and applies
it to the act of choosing. Trains of academic thought can be traced from theoret-
ical origins through to marketing application. Games theory, a perspective that
analyses interactions as a sequence of moves, was taken up and developed in
defence studies and ended up being applied in marketing, the consumer being
seen as a game player, someone who seeks to win in the consumption game. The
consumer has also been modelled now as a probability estimator, now a risk-taker
and now an uncertainty reducer, as though these were mutually compatible. Even
the choice of something as mundane as breakfast cereals has been submitted to
such modelling (Mitchell and Boustani, 1992). The researchers inform us that per-
ceived risks are financial, physical, social, psychological and time. Consumers
therefore adopt risk-reducing strategies, drawing upon formal and informal infor-
mation about products, brand loyalty, the image of the store from which it was
bought, price, promotions and advice from sales assistants. 

Another model of choice has consumers as problem-solvers; how they choose
depends on how they frame the problem and the consequences of buying this
rather than that product (Burton and Babin, 1989). Apparently, they are also
information-seekers and processors (Coupey, 1994; Coupey and Narayanan, 1996).
Bettman argues that conceiving of the consumer as ‘having goals, taking in infor-
mation, actively processing and interpreting that information, and selecting alter-
natives’ is superior to other psychological models in that it depicts the consumer
as chooser as engaged in an active process, which cannot be said of classical
behaviourist analyses where the consumer is seen as stimulus-bound (Bettman,
1979: 346).

When choosing a holiday from a tourist operator, for instance, the informa-
tion that would-be customers seek is, from the operator’s point of view, infuriat-
ingly complex. One study found that choice depended on gender, age, previous
visits to the destination, type of accommodation used, frequency of vacation trips
per year and the likelihood of revisiting the location. We learn, too, that con-
sumers are told they ought to be information-seekers. By shopping around for a
car, for instance, and by pretending to be a sophisticated would-be purchaser,
they can get a better deal ( Jung, 1988).

We learn, too, that consumer choices can be a vehicle for social contact. One
study of ‘lonely people’ found that they went out shopping looking for social
intercourse (Forman and Sriram, 1991). With retailing being increasingly auto-
mated and with pressure on staff to be more efficient, the total needs of customers
are ignored at the retailers’ peril, warned this study. The arrival of the Internet
has transformed shopping as an opportunity for social contact. The Internet has
become a vehicle for social contact (for example, chat-rooms, blogging, e-mails)
and has further alienated the customer–shop interface. It has also given an extra-
ordinary new power to customers, enabling them to comment and criticize prod-
ucts and services in ways that can be shared with other consumers.

Others argue that choosing betrays consumers as pragmatic, consciously
judging goods as meeting or failing to meet desired purposes. When they choose,
they are influenced by how the product meets what they want, its social value,
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the ability of the product to arouse curiosity and meaning among others, its
emotional value and its suitability for the task envisaged (Sheth et al., 1991).
Market researchers have been keen to explore the changes in consumer motives
and context, and they are reported almost before they have become discernible
trends. Thus at the height of the 1980s consumer boom, we learned that con-
sumers choose ethically (Moyle, 1990); environmentally (Rock, 1989); but at the
same time, that their choices are swayed by a variety of factors from check-out
technology in retailing (Powderley and MacNulty, 1990) to music in stores (Yalch
and Spangenberg, 1993; Yalch and Spangenberg, 2000).

With all this inquiry into the everyday act of choosing, it is perhaps surprising
that consumer choice has been described as schizophrenic (Gelb, 1992; Kardon,
1992). This image is as much a reflection of the marketers’ frustration about con-
sumer behaviour towards brands, as of the complexities of people’s behaviour
as consumers. But underlying many of these different appeals and metaphors
for consumer choice is an assumption that choice is undertaken on rational
grounds; the entire marketing enterprise depends on and perpetuates this notion
(O’Shaughnessy, 1987: 79–97). Modern texts on consumer choice are full of flow
charts, diagrams and decision-trees, and little sign of randomness or whim. The
intellectual task for marketers is to find order and reason in what might appear
emotional or unreasonable.

The Rise of Product Choice: Fact and Fantasy

Just as the notion of choice goes almost unquestioned within consumer studies, in
spite of the frustration it causes, so, too, it is taken for granted that choice has
increased with the growth of product ranges. ‘These days, there is so much more
choice’ is such a common assertion. Older generations say it to the younger. Some
postmodernist theorists, as we shall see shortly, unite with market researchers and
with the neo-Cons and the New Right ideologues to celebrate choice. Consumer
theorists join in the celebrations, recognizing that most consumer organizations
would be redundant without choice in the marketplace. Consumer advocates are
more measured in their acclaim. Choice, yes; endless choice, no. John Winward,
then Director of Research at the UK Consumers’ Association (now ‘Which?’) argued
in the early 1990s that consumer organizations like his own can only be effective
in providing information on goods and services for consumers to choose between
if there is large-scale production. This ensures a number of broadly comparable
options for every type of purchase. Post-Fordism, with its proliferation of niche
products, makes product comparison more difficult and encourages endless fine-
tuning of products to fit market gaps. Thus, it poses a major threat to the existence
of consumer organizations that evaluate and compare products for their members
(Winward, 1994). Indeed, in most countries, membership of consumer organiza-
tions has declined, even as their profile as pundits and media commentators on
products has grown. For the postmodernists, on the other hand, the demise of mass
markets opens up unique opportunities for exercising consumer choice. Each com-
modity becomes a unique ‘sign’, capable of carrying virtually any meaning dreamed
of by advertisers or arbitrarily imposed by the consumers themselves.

But is it true that product variety is growing? Much depends on the timeframe
of the analysis or the income level of the consumer. Compared to the Middle
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Ages, there is an increase in the choice of cars and transport, of course. Growth of
choice and variety depends on how you look at products. Are the 10 different
variants of a car model or the 10 detergents on a shelf different products?

In a rare and fascinating attempt to assess whether consumer choice has
increased in one country, Finland, Mika Pantzar of the Finnish Consumer
Research Centre concluded – accurately but unsensationally – that the picture was
mixed. For some products the range had increased, but for others it had declined.
In 1980, there were 10,000 grocery shops in Finland. At the end of the decade
there were only 7000 (Pantzar, 1992). But the number of daily goods in Finnish
shops had increased, from around 2,600 in 1960 to an estimated 10,000 articles
by the year 2000. ‘Every day one new product appears in the shops, and every 3rd
day one product disappears’ (Pantzar, 1992: 349).

The modern European hypermarket now offers around 30,000 different items
as well being a source of other products and services. However, within product
categories, the top brands dominate, leading analysts to argue that this apparently
prolific choice under one roof disguises concentration of control (Lang and
Heasman, 2004). Certainly, even though there may be thousands of products
competing for the attention of consumers, it is a tiny handful of retailers who
mediate the relationship between producers and consumers. One business study
of the European food market found that in Europe (then 15 member states), there
were 3.2 million farmers, around 240,000 processors, 600 retailer chains, but just
110 combined ‘buying desks’ (consortia of retailers’ contracts and specifications
officers) that interface with 250 million consumers through 170,000 shop outlets
(Lang, 2005). This study concluded that the role of retailers and their buying
desks was the new power in the consumer–producer interface.

There is an extraordinary fixation within consumerism on ever-increasing
ranges of manufactured products, when natural products are disappearing at an
alarming rate. Conservationists are deeply concerned about the decline of species
and varieties of both animals and plants, wild and cultivated or domestic. In the
UK, according to the charity Common Ground, there are 2000 varieties of apple
in the national collection that have been grown commercially or for domestic use,
yet just nine varieties dominate commercial orchards today (Paxton, 1994: 10).
The rhetoric of diversity is belied by a tendency to monoculture, with many
processed food products being based on, or including, a very restricted number of
key ingredients. A distinction therefore can be made between the appearance of
choice and its substratum.

Even accepting consumer product choice at face value, John Benson in his
review of consumption in Britain 1880–1980, like Pantzar in his of Finland, points
to the contradictory trends in consumer choice (Benson, 1994). Compared to the
1860s, British shoppers in the 1960s spent less of their income on shopping
because they had more fixed costs (housing, and so on); yet new product ranges
had also emerged. Women, for instance, saw a broadening of choice in cosmetic
and sanitary protection products in the post-Second World War period, where
there had been little before, but a decline in food shops coupled with a rise in the
range of foods on sale in the remaining shops (Benson, 1994: 75). Range of choice
frequently diminishes for consumers, when the rhetoric suggests it only increases.
In most affluent societies, the number of shops selling basic goods such as food,
furniture, textiles, has declined, and consumers have to travel further to get to the
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shop. There is increasing ecological concern about the necessity of consumers
having to use a car to be able to shop, the costs of transport are externalized, with
the retailer benefiting from apparent ‘bargains’ because the consumer has no
choice but to pay for a car and, as taxpayer, pay for the road infrastructure, burdens
not internalized in the cost of goods (Pretty et al., 2005; Raven et al., 1995).

Choice Inequality

If choice is unevenly distributed across product ranges, as we have suggested, it is
infinitely more unequally distributed across sections of the population, indeed
across the globe. Nowhere is this more starkly evident that in the global distribu-
tion of food. While Western consumers may deliberate over 16 brands of break-
fast cereal, other consumers face a different predicament. According to UNICEF,
one in five people in the developing world suffer from chronic hunger – this
represents some 800 million people in Africa, Asia and Latin America. Over 2 bil-
lion people worldwide subsist on diets deficient in vitamins and minerals essen-
tial for normal growth and development, and for preventing premature death
(Commission on the Nutrition Challenges of the 21st Century, 2000: 19).

There is more than enough food to go around, yet many are starving. UNICEF
has long argued that this is the ‘paradox of plenty’ (UNICEF, 1992: 29). Even in
rich countries, as throughout the world, the poorer people are, the worse the diet
they eat, yet the more proportionately they pay for it, the more of their house-
hold income goes on food, and the worse time they have shopping for it. So there
is a choice, but not equality of choice (Dowler et al., 2001). The key barrier to con-
sumer choice is money. The message? If you want choice, and who doesn’t, you
have to get out there and get going. Money gives choice. Choice gives freedom.
Whatever the area of consumption, from crime-protection to clothes, from health
to education, from cultural industries to cars, money is the final arbiter. 

The politicians, however, artlessly disregard this reality and elevate choice to
the standing of an unqualified value. Since the earliest attempts to bring the state
into consumer affairs (see Chapter 7, ‘The Consumer as Victim’), choice has been
a cornerstone of political rhetoric. President John F. Kennedy’s oft-quoted con-
sumer message to Congress in March 1962 is a classic statement in this vein. He
proposed four rights (Tiemstra, 1992: 11):

• the right to accurate and complete information about products at the point
of sale;

• the right to products that are reasonably safe in their ordinary and foreseeable
uses;

• the right to choose among products of different specifications; and
• the right of consumers to be heard by government regulatory bodies.

Similar emphasis on choice was accorded on the other side of the Atlantic in the
National Consumer Council’s principles, which are as follows (National Consumer
Council, 1994: 14):

• Access: can people actually get the goods or services they need or want?
• Choice: is there any? And can consumers affect the way goods or services are

provided through their own decisions?
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• Safety: are the goods or services a danger to health or welfare?
• Information: is it available, and in the right way to help consumers make the

best choices for themselves?
• Equity: are some or all consumers subject to arbitrary or unfair discrimination?
• Redress: if something goes wrong, is there an effective system for putting it

right?
• Representation: if consumers cannot affect the supply of goods or services

through their own decisions, are there ways for their views to be represented?.

The Psychology of Choice: Agent or Object?

And what has been the intellectuals’ position on choice? They have tended to
argue that choice is determined, as we will see now by exploring three different
traditions. The first is the study of the cognitive and social psychological processes
by which consumers make decisions or judgements. The second centres on the
cultural context of consumer choice. And the third is the debate on whether
choice matters in economic or political-economic theory.

From promising roots at the start of the 20th-century, the psychology of
choice has diminished into mundane laboratory studies of decision-making: why
this product was chosen rather than that. More recently, focus groups have
become the guinea pigs on which new market ideas are tried and where new prod-
uct ideas are sought. The trajectory of psychology from a discipline interested in
Big Ideas to a discipline concerned about ‘marginal differences’ in behaviour
is illuminating. Psychology started the 20th-century with such promise – the
unlocking of human motivation, no less – and ended a servant to mass consumer
enterprises. And yet, the rise and fall of psychology’s interest in consumer choice
has an important tale to tell: that in the 20th-century, which saw the meteoric rise
of the rhetoric of choice, applied psychologists spent much of their time studying
what factors determine choice. Motivation, whether applied to the individual as
producer or consumer, became the key to constraining, guiding and controlling
choice. Psychologists became merchandisers of meaning (Sievers, 1986). For much
of late 20th-century psychology, the study of behaviour had become a study of
control, along the path laid by F.W. ‘Speedy’ Taylor, the father of time and motion
studies. For Taylor, the purpose of what became known as industrial or occupa-
tional psychology was to remove the unpredictability of the human factor in pro-
duction. The uses of modern psychology emerged as remarkably prosaic. When
applied to consumers, this psychology was to help producers understand how
consumers discriminate between products. Such was the point of studies like that
of R.L. Brown in the 1950s on whether the wrapper on a loaf of bread can influ-
ence consumer perception of freshness (Brown, 1958). The answer was that it can;
consumers judged wrapped bread, whether one day or two day old, as equally
‘fresh’ as freshly baked bread! The uses of this type of psychology for advertising
and marketing was even then exciting those who saw it as an aid to moulding
consumer consciousness.

In contrast to the noble tradition in psychology, pioneered by William James
for whom ‘the mind selects’ ( James, 1891: 285), and ‘... no two men are known
to choose alike’ (James, 1891: 289) kept alive by existential and humanistic
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psychology (Armistead, 1974), a large section of modern psychology sought to
manage choice and thereby diminish it. For behaviourist psychology, choice was
merely learned behaviour, an act of discrimination between stimuli (Hull, 1974).
From this perspective, choice was an almost outmoded notion. It was what
students did when sitting multiple-choice tests, such as to see whom in a group
they are attracted to or repelled from! (Secord and Backman, 1964: 239). Choice
operates within limits set by superior forces, in this case the psychologist.

The other major tradition in psychology, depth psychology, found the promise
of marketing applications even more alluring than did the behaviourists. Since
the 1950s, a section of depth psychology has applied itself to promoting specific
products by connecting them to unconscious desires or by presenting them as
substitute gratification for repressed or unexpressed wishes. The sexualization
of everyday objects (fast cars, big cigars, lipsticks, and so on) was one of the out-
comes. Thus, within psychology, there was a strange truce on the subject of
choice between the two dominant schools, psychoanalysis and behaviourism,
with both stressing the management of and, on occasions, the constraints on
choice. Even as these two schools of thought were availing themselves to the
management and control of choice, humanistic psychology could naively argue
that, other things being equal, humans always choose love rather than hate, affec-
tion and meaning rather than fear (Maslow, 1970[1954]: 275ff.). Maslow argued
that some choices were healthier for the human than others. Give people the
choice and they mostly make the right one, allowing each person to grow psy-
chologically, to become more adjusted, content, at ease, less selfish – a far cry from
the brash world of marketing psychology.

The Mass Psychology of Brands

By the 1950s, consumer psychology had already taken shape, focusing, as one
textbook put it, ‘on the consumer of the products and services produced by the
enterprise. ... The psychologist applies scientific methods in the effort to under-
stand factors affecting the behavior of individuals in their roles as consumers’
(Fleishman, 1967: 735). Drawing on the experimental tradition of behaviourist
and animal psychology, this industry-oriented approach was dedicated to finding
out who the consumers are (their psychological profile, income, class, and so on);
how they decide between goods (studying issues like what sources of information
do consumers trust, when is information about products worthy of confidence);
but above all on how consumers may be influenced by personality, family, group
and peer group dynamics, leaders, as well as by mental processes, such as cogni-
tive dissonance (Britt, 1966, 1970).

Much of this research was, and is, ad hoc and borrowed from other academic
disciplines (Foxall, 1977: 1 and 19). Its model of influences on consumer choice
was no great advance on commonsense. Foxall, for instance, talks of a combina-
tion of social structure and individual influences affecting the buying process,
which he sees as going through four stages: perception of want, pre-purchase
planning, the purchase itself, and post-purchase behaviour such as repeat pur-
chases (Foxall, 1977: 22). Along with many others, his model of choice hardly
goes beyond the tautology of ‘to choose is to buy and to buy is to choose’.

32 The Unmanageable Consumer

03-Gabriel-3361(Ch02).qxd  2/23/2006  9:33 AM  Page 32



The purpose of explorations into consumer preferences and the use of
techniques like product testing, design and evaluation was to aid marketing and
the central mission of the enterprise. This approach was pioneered for social psy-
chologists in the American Soldier study conducted during the Second World
War, when they undertook the largest empirical study until then ever conducted,
to find out what made soldiers more efficient (Madge, 1963: 287ff.). Famously,
they found that high on the priority list of soldiers on a beach-head during an
invasion was the desire for a Coke (Social Science Research Council (US) and
United States Army Service Forces: Information and Education Division, 1949).
Half a century after that milestone study, in 1993, the Consumer Psychology
Division of the American Psychological Association was happy to be described as
‘the prime force’ behind the then 10-year-old annual Advertising and Consumer
Psychology Conference (Aaker and Biel, 1993). 

The marriage of consumer psychology and business was complete and one of
its first offspring was the obsession with brands and the power of advertising to
place them. Brand research was ‘needed’ to understand ‘consumer pull’, how con-
sumers can be drawn to purchase particular brands through advertising. The
methods to test for niches in the market and the effectiveness of marketing, such
as consumer panels and ‘blind’ tests, were falling into place. These could be
applied to products as diverse as shaving creams, foods, colas, cigarettes and beers
(Fleishman, 1951). Even as consumer choice was being extolled, an entire market
research industry was emerging, monitoring every consumer move. By the 1990s,
the Landor ImagePower Survey, for instance, was tracking over 10,800 brands in
14 developed economies (Aaker and Biel, 1993).

Choice henceforth was defined in brand terms. Choice meant switching
between brands, an advertising effect and thus theoretically subject to influence
(Deighton et al., 1994). Brands took on a human aspect and choice of brands, like
choice of friends, was seen as a personality-dictated affair. Brands were even, as we
noted earlier, the object of consumer schizophrenia (Kardon, 1992). Brands take
on independent lives of their own, being ascribed financial value in themselves.
The power of brand anthropomorphism was such that when confectionery giant
Nestlé bid for Rowntree in 1988, at twice Rowntree’s pre-bid stock value, Nestlé
argued that the Rowntree brands such as Kit-Kat were worth it. By the mid 1990s,
the issue of brand value continues to be a sensitive issue. In the globalization
process, the notion that choice might not be brand-dominated was explosive.
IBM, hitherto one of the highest value brands, saw its brand value go negative in
1994, having been estimated as the third most valuable globally only the year
before. The cola market previously dominated by a mesmerizing tussle for market
share between the two global giants, Pepsi-Cola and Coca-Cola, began to be
undercut by retailer ‘own brands’ mostly made by the Canadian company, Cott.

The Future of Brands

It is now being argued by some commentators that 100 years of brands may be
drawing to a close. The phenomenal success of Naomi Klein’s book No Logo:
Taking Aim at the Brand Bullies (2000) has highlighted a change in public senti-
ment. No longer is it unfashionable to argue, as we did in the first edition of this
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book, that brands are oppressive and gloss over more complex and fraught
supply-chain relations. Klein’s book became a focal text for an anti-consumerist
ethos that sought to challenge the hegemony of brands and the violence of fash-
ion and styles. It also captured a mood that was first expressed in a politically sig-
nificant way in demonstrations against the GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs
and Trade) trade talks held in Seattle in December 1999. While not making much
of a dent on the sale of brands, Klein’s book was instrumental in capturing an
anti-corporate sentiment and helped voice a dissatisfaction with the power of
brands. This was not what the brand psychologists had either anticipated or
wanted in the decades of brand build-up and ascribing monetary value to brands.

The ‘No Logo’ ethos, despite its success in capturing imaginations has not
made much of a dent in the continuing rise of brands (Gilmore, 1999, 2003).
‘Own label’ products, however, have grown on the back of the retailers’ increas-
ing power at the expense of manufacturers (Randall, 1994; Randall and Chartered
Institute of Marketing, 1990; Seth and Randall, 2001). Changes in retailing have
encouraged consumers to purchase ‘own label’ products, thus undermining the
value of some bigger brands. For all this, a fierce campaign is being staged to cap-
ture consumer spending and link it with particular brands. The decline of brands
seems unlikely. Belief in consumer choice and the power of brands remains an
article of faith not only for market researchers and their psychological gurus, but
also for corporations most consumers.

Sir Michael Perry, the Chairman of Unilever, one of the world’s biggest brand
owners, summed up this article of faith well in his presidential address to the
1994 UK Advertising Association, stating that ‘brands – in their small way – answer
people’s needs …’ (Perry, 1994). His argument deserves full quotation as a classic
statement of the creed vis-à-vis the consumer:

In the modern world, brands are a key part of how individuals define themselves and their
relationships with one another. The old, rigid barriers are disappearing – class and rank; blue
collar and white collar; council tenant and home owner; employee and housewife. More and
more we are simply consumers – with tastes, lifestyles and aspirations that are very different.

It’s a marketing given by now that the consumer defines the brand. But the brand also
defines the consumer. We are what we wear, what we eat, what we drive. Each of us in this
room is a walking compendium of brands. You chose each of those brands among many
options – because they felt ‘more like you’.

The collection of brands we choose to assemble around us have become amongst the most
direct expressions of our individuality – or more precisely, our deep psychological need to
identify ourselves with others. (Perry, 1994: 4)

He added:

Our whole skill as branded goods’ producers is in anticipation of consumer trends. In earlier
appreciation of emerging needs or wants. And in developing a quality of advertising which
can interpret aspirations, focus them on products and lead consumers forward. (Perry, 1994:
18, our emphasis)

Our judgement is that while brands come and go, while they are resisted by sec-
tions of the populations on ideological or price grounds, they continue to be
major influences on consumer choice. Even the retailers’ own brands have them-
selves become brands and spawned sub-brands.
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Advertising: the Systematic Moulding of Consciousness?

As we stated at the opening of this chapter, information is a pre-condition for real
choice. One can make choices but if one lacks information about alternatives,
their pros and cons, their uses, side-effects and dysfunctions, the results of these
choices can range from inadequate to catastrophic. Moreover, information can
create false choices or guided choices concealing rather than elucidating the full
range of options. The relationship between information and choice is captured in
the Chinese story recounted by Gregory Bateson (Bateson, 1972: 208). A guru
shows a stick to his pupil and says ‘if you say this is a stick, I will beat you with
it; if you say this is not a stick, I will beat you with it’. The lesson the guru was
trying to teach was not to fall for false choices. A sensible pupil should say any-
thing he wished other than the two ‘choices’ proffered by his master. Is the adver-
tisers’ project anything other than the drawing of false choices?

Is the message from psychology that consumer choice is moulded, limited and
manipulated? The tendency of the academics is to answer yes. Choice has become
a code for something else. The practitioners from advertising and marketing,
however, are more guarded. On the one hand, they argue that their professional
skills can work (or they would be out of a job). On the other hand when accused
of manipulation they assure that their powers are limited to choice between
brands. These battle lines are old and heat up periodically, notably in both
Australia and the UK over advertising targeting children with less than whole-
some food (Dibb, 1993; Packard, 1981[1957]).

An unalloyed notion of choice is untenable. For consumers to be sovereign,
they would have to have a wide range of options, an unlimited amount of infor-
mation and an unlimited amount of money. They would also have to be immune
to temptation. In the words of E.J. Mishan, an economist, nothing could be further
away from reality.

… [U]nless the wants of consumers exist independently of the products created by industrial
concerns it is not correct to speak of the market as acting to adapt the given resources of the
economy to meet the material requirements of society. In fact, not only do producers deter-
mine the range of market goods from which consumer must take their choice, they also seek
continuously to persuade consumer to choose what is being produced today and to
‘unchoose’ that which was being produced yesterday. Therefore to continue to regard the
market … as primarily a ‘want-satisfying’ mechanism is to close one’s eyes to the more
important fact, that it has become a want-creating mechanism. (Mishan, 1967: 147ff.)

Look at the complexity of the information required on something as ‘simple’ and
‘everyday’ as choosing what to wash clothes with. Journals and consumer maga-
zines are full of reports on tests on machines and detergents. One, for instance,
compared 11 non-phosphate detergents with 12 phosphate-containing ones and
found that in soft water there was no difference. In general, phosphate-containing
detergents gave somewhat better results in warm water, but detergents using bleach
didn’t make clothes any whiter than non-bleach containing powders (Brown et al.,
1993). A follow-up study by the same researchers, compared 11 ‘unbuilt’ liquids
and six ‘built’ liquids. In soft water, there was no difference between the liquids,
whether warm or cold washed, except for a elaleuca oil-based detergent, which was
significantly better in hot water. Unbuilt liquid detergents worked a bit better in
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warm and hot water, but not to a statistically significant degree (Cameron et al.,
1993). Who, pray, knows the difference between ‘built’ and ‘unbuilt’ liquids? And
what is elaleuca oil? What difference does this knowledge make? What are the
effects of not knowing this kind of data? Should the consumer, like the pupil of
Bateson’s Chinese guru, ‘choose’ to ignore manufacturer’s advice, for instance on
temperature control? The answer is no (Cunliffe et al., 1988)!

The consumer society, glorifying choice, bombards its consumers with infor-
mation rationalized as aid to choice; this simultaneously underlines how under-
informed they are and creates an information overload that cannot possibly
enhance their decision-making. This is partly due to rapidly changing product
ranges and specifications and partly due to changing social relations. People in
affluent consumer societies rarely live with extended families from whom they
might learn what to buy, how to approach the purchasing; that is, they lack the
knowledge-base for making informed consumer choices (Galbraith, 1974: 59–60).
Instead, they live surrounded by messages that undermine the potential for
autonomous judgements and objects that seduce even as they appear to be chosen.

Choice in Cultural Studies

Seduction is the point on which numerous cultural theorists of consumption con-
verge. Many of these writers are either postmodernists or in debate with post-
modernist ideas. Postmodernism has been notoriously difficult to pin down. Here
is one attempt at a definition:

an intense concern for pluralism and a desire to cut across the different taste cultures that
now fracture society; an obligation to bring back selected traditional values, but in a new key …;
an acknowledgement of difference and otherness, the keynote of the feminist movement,…;
the re-enchantment of nature …; and the commitment to an ecological and ecumenical
world view … . (Jencks, 1992: 7)

Bauman as well as Baudrillard, two key figures in this area, argue that much mod-
ern consumption unfolds in the realm of seduction, where goods are not chosen
for their uses but act as objects of fantasy. Choice is an illusion, but like all illu-
sions serves as a mechanism of control. Seduction is one major mode of control
for Bauman, the one that applies to those people with the means to scrutinize, to
fall in love and to purchase goods, that is, those who can easily persuade them-
selves that they are choosing. By contrast, the ‘new poor’, disenfranchized from
choice, by being dependent on the state for their livelihood, a livelihood devoid
of choice, are controlled through repression (Bauman, 1988, 1992). Giddens takes
a less stark view. For him, the contemporary individual pursues an unending pro-
ject of self-creation through a continuous making of choices; many, if not the
majority of these choices are consumer choices:

On the level of the self, a fundamental component of day-to-day activity is simply that
of choice. Obviously, no culture eliminates choice altogether in day-to-day affairs, and all
traditions are effectively choices among an indefinite range of possible behaviour patterns.
Yet, by definition, tradition or established habit orders life within relatively set channels.
Modernity confronts the individual with a complex diversity of choices and … at the same
time offers little help as to which options should be selected. (Giddens, 1991: 80)
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For Giddens, like Sartre, ‘we all not only follow lifestyles, but in an important
sense are forced to do so – we have no choice but to choose’. Lifestyles are rou-
tinized practices around which they define themselves:

Each of the small decisions a person makes every day – what to wear, what to eat, how to
conduct himself at work, whom to meet with later in the evening – contributes to such rou-
tines. All such choices (as well as larger and more consequential ones) are decisions not only
about how to act but who to be. (Giddens, 1991: 81)

This choice, however, is not open to everyone. ‘To speak of a multiplicity of choices
is not to suppose that all choices are open to everyone’ (Giddens, 1991: 82). Choice
is an indicator of the demise of traditional society; plurality of choice is both
oppressive and exciting. The world is now characterized by an accentuation of dif-
ference and the opportunity for people to create their own niches, rather than be
controlled by mass markets. Consumption is an opportunity to display one’s iden-
tity (see Chapter 5, ‘The Consumer as Identity-seeker’). Many postmodern theorists
stress the creative opportunities of contemporary consumption. Other cultural the-
orists stress the culturally determined nature of consumption. Bourdieu, for
instance, uses the term ‘habitus’ to indicate a modest but significant elbow room
for choice afforded to each individual by his or her social class or stratum. Tastes in
food, films, music, art, photographs, and so on, are social demarcators, generally
accounted for by a person’s ‘cultural capital’, that is, his or her educational level or
occupation (Bourdieu, 1984). Others are still more determinist (Douglas and
Isherwood, 1978). (See Chapter 3, ‘The Consumer as Communicator’.)

These different tendencies within cultural theory – culture as choosing versus
culture as ordained – offer a central insight into modern choice. The tension is
important. Never has there been so much; never so little. As Giddens notes:

Modern social life impoverishes social action, yet furthers the appropriation of new possibil-
ities; it is alienating, yet at the same time, characteristically, human beings react against
social circumstances which they find oppressive. Late modern institutions create a world of
mixed opportunity and high-consequence risk. (Giddens, 1991: 175)

According to Rutherford, contemporary culture has changed the rules of con-
sumption. ‘It’s no longer about keeping up with the Joneses, it’s about being
different from them’ (Rutherford, 1990: 11). Interest in difference as a central feature
of consumption long pre-dates postmodernism; it can be traced back to Veblen’s
and Simmel’s pioneering portrayals of consumption styles at the turn of the 19th-
and 20th-centuries. For postmodern theorists like Baudrillard, however, difference
is the only object of consumer choice. In other words, people buy goods solely
to be different from others. The futility of this project is self-evident, though the
project of difference remains (Baudrillard, 1988b[1970]: 45). The fascination of
choice persists, but choice itself is transformed in most postmodern writings into
whim and caprice. Postmodernists have been hugely interested in the effects of
mass media and the designer industries from art to architecture and fashion
(Harvey, 1990). Sophisticated, culture-literate consumers can share the architect’s
jokes or the designers’ references, as they observe (consume) the postmodern
building (a shed with a graeco-roman portal) or a clothing outfit with different
time references (hippie skirt worn with leggings, working men’s boots and a body
top). Choosing between goods becomes a cerebral in-joke, an impudent guesture
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whose ultimate rationale lies in ‘why not?’. Choosing becomes a witty tour of
the cultural supermarket; if it degenerates into whim and fancy, ‘why not?’.
‘Anything goes’ becomes the postmodern slogan, par excellence.

The Costs of Choice and Freedom

Bauman, almost alone among postmodernist thinkers, develops a highly sophis-
ticated but also profoundly ambiguous position as regards consumer choice. He
argues that choice, and especially consumer choice, is the foundation of a new
concept of freedom: ‘In our society, individual freedom is constituted as, first and
foremost, freedom of the consumer …’ (Bauman, 1988: 7ff.). This freedom, how-
ever, is not distributed evenly: ‘Those who rule, are free; those who are free, rule’
(Bauman, 1988: 23). Modern capitalism, says Bauman, has opened up the possib-
ility of choice to ever-increasing numbers of people, offering ‘a wider than ever
space …, the rapidly expanding, seemingly limitless, world of consumption’
(Bauman, 1988: 57). By the same token, however, the very system that offers ‘a
lot of choice and makes him a truly “free” individual, also generates on a massive
scale the experience of oppression’ (Bauman, 1988: 50ff.). Bauman argues that
precisely because of the importance of choice; those excluded from making
choices automatically become disenfranchised and oppressed (Bauman, 1992).

The key to this type of choice is not political struggle for the acquisition of
communal rights (like those in Britain that ensured the Magna Carta or the anti-
colonial struggles of the 20th-century in India or the anti-apartheid road in South
Africa), but the marketplace. ‘The consumer market as a whole may be seen as an
institutionalized exit from politics; …’ (Bauman, 1988: 82). Yet, this freedom is no
less sweet than that that drove the French Revolution:

What makes the freedom offered by the market more alluring still is that it comes without
the blemish which tainted most of its other forms: the same market which offers freedom
offers also certainty. It offers the individual the right to a ‘thoroughly individual’ choice; yet
it also supplies social approval for such choice, thereby exorcizing that ghost of insecurity ...
People are thus pulled to the market by a double bind: they depend on it for their individ-
ual freedom; and they depend on it for enjoying their freedom without paying the price of
insecurity. (Bauman, 1988: 61)

This double bind of choice lies at the heart of Bauman’s ambivalence. Here is the
price of consumer freedom:

Thick walls are an indispensable part of consumer society; so is their inobtrusiveness for insid-
ers. … Consumers rarely catch a glimpse of the other side. The squalor of inner cities they
pass in the comely and plushy interior of their cars. If they ever visit the ‘Third World’, it is
for its safaris and massage parlours, not for its sweatshops. (Bauman, 1988: 92)

He is right. Consumer activists, especially the new wave and those in developing
countries, constantly remind us of this cultural paradox (see Chapter 9, ‘The
Consumer as Activist’). Bauman’s approach to choice resonates with approval and
disapproval. Choice, even when exercised, has its downside. More than many
theorists, he acknowledges the contradictions of choice. Choice is imagined, yet
real; choice liberates some, but exacerbates the oppression of others. 
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Choosing as Economic Welfare

In contrast to cultural theorists, neo-classical economists start with the assumption
of choice and explore its implications. They take a consistent, if narrow, approach
to choice. The fact that resources are scarce and human wants are infinite means
that economic agents have to make choices, to allocate the scarce resources
between competing uses. ‘Every choice involves a range of alternatives’ says one
economic textbook (Anderton, 1991: 1). To choose one object or course of action
means the potential benefit of others is lost. This is the key economic notion of
opportunity costs, the benefit forfeited by not choosing the next best alternative.
Faced with the choice of buying one out of many newspapers, the opportunity
cost of making that choice is the loss of not being able to read the others. To the
economists, choice has by definition a downside.

Since the pioneering work of Herbert Simon, economists have also been con-
cerned with establishing the practical psychological and organizational limits to
rational decision-making. Simon’s concept of ‘bounded rationality’ sought to high-
light that even ‘rational’ actors will make a choice when they find an alternative
deemed good enough instead of endlessly seeking the perfect option (Simon,
1947). Some economists push this notion further, arguing that the economics of
consumer behaviour should take greater account of the limits to choice and con-
straints on choice. Deaton and Muellbauer, for instance, write that ‘… the part
played by preferences in determining behaviour tends to be overestimated’
(Deaton and Muellbauer, 1980: 3). The economic factors influencing this limited
choice are more important: budgets, information, uncertainty. A consumer has no
way of knowing which companies have the ‘best’ prices for a good (Deaton and
Muellbauer, 1980: 410), an information vacuum which the value-for-money con-
sumer advocates try to end through their testing procedures and magazines. But
Deaton and Muellbauer are right; unless everyone has the consumer magazine,
unless the information is completely up to date, inevitably prices and specifications
of the goods will require checking. In theory, the consumer can be helped with infor-
mation. In practice, choice is doomed to be a stab in the twilight. Subsequent inform-
ation may always undermine the confidence in the choice. Uncertainty ‘is pervasive
in almost all decision-making’, they say (Deaton and Muellbauer, 1980: 380). The ice
cream may melt before it is eaten; its taste may not be what is expected. There is risk
in all choice. More recently, Deaton has placed even more stress on consumer risk.
Choice, he suggests, is ‘volatile’; how much should be consumed now, rather than
saved or deferred till later? Consumers look into the future even as they gingerly
consume in the present (Deaton and Muellbauer, 1980: 104).

This model of consumer choice stands in opposition to more traditional views,
such as Samuelson’s confident assertion that modern economics is the study of
‘how … we choose to use scarce productive resources with alternative uses, to
meet prescribed ends …’ (Samuelson, 1970: 13). Galbraith, in contrast, has sug-
gested that ‘the best economic system is the one that supplies the most of what
people most want’ (Galbraith, 1974: 1). In spite of this view, Galbraith recognizes
that the imagery, if not the reality, of choice is extremely powerful, which is why
those with power such as monarchs have so often denied that they have it.

Galbraith presses his attack by pointing out that everything can be explained
and explained away by choice. If someone is abused, they asked for it. If there is
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pollution from consumption, it was the public’s choice. The ideology of choice,
Galbraith argues, is highly ‘convenient’ to those with power. Even though at one
time when firms were smaller and markets less oligopolistic, consumers might have
been sovereign, today that is impossible. Markets are dominated by relatively few
producers rather than millions of individuals making choices. In the USA even by
1970, the 333 corporations with assets of more than $500 million owned 70 percent
of all assets employed in manufacturing (Galbraith, 1974: 43). By the 1990s, accord-
ing to the United Nations (UN), the top 500 corporations of the world controlled
over half of world trade (Lang and Hines, 1993: 34) but employed only 0.05 percent
of the world’s population (Hawken, 1993: 92). While many corporations may have
downsized and outsourced some of their labour processes, the concentration of
market share has continued apace in almost all consumer sectors.

Economists are divided over the extent, the value and the reality of choice.
The critics, from liberals such as Galbraith to the modern ecological economists
such as Ekins, deny that free choice is possible, because there is no perfect com-
petition (Ekins et al., 1992). The neo-classicists, on the other hand, drawing from
the theories of Adam Smith and Ricardo, argue that politicians’ duty is to remove
barriers to perfect competition in order to allow growth and the market to work
their wizardry over scarce resources and infinite wants. They ‘assume an ideal of
the world and then explain deviations from the ideal’ (Abolafia and Biggart,
1992). Unhindered choice is a restatement of the ideal, as Douglas and Isherwood
remarked: ‘The theory merely assumes the individual to be acting rationally, in
that his choices are consistent with each other and stable over the short time that
is relevant’ (Douglas and Isherwood, 1978: 19).

Choice, the State and the New Right

For some economists, choice is no longer just a means, whether towards eco-
nomic development or individual happiness. It has become an end in its own
right. Nowhere is this clearer than in the writings of the political economists of
the New Right who were so influential in shifting political culture from the cor-
poratism of post-war Keynesian economics to the anti-statism of the Reagan–
Thatcher years. Economists such as Hayek and Friedman attacked the Keynesian
state by celebrating the right of the individual to choose. The purpose of the new
political economy, they argued, could only be justified if it increased choice:

An essential part of economic freedom is freedom to choose how to use our income: how
much to spend on ourselves and on what items; how much to save and in what form; how
much to give away and to whom. (Friedman and Friedman, 1980: 65)

The main barrier to choice according to these thinkers is the state, which however
well intentioned almost inevitably both reduces freedom and fails to deliver what
is promised. Far better, therefore, to remove the burden of the state and to structure
society to maximise choice and consumer power. Daily experience, said the Fried-
mans, suggests that consumers can make both sensible and elegantly simple choices. 

When you vote daily in the supermarket, you get precisely what you voted for, and so
does everyone else. The ballot box produces conformity without unanimity; the market-
place, unanimity without conformity. (Friedman and Friedman, 1980: 65ff.)
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By intervening in the marketplace, the state stops consumers from expressing
their values and from using resources accordingly. Critics of state-dominated
economies do not necessarily deny the need for social welfare; but they do argue
with others over how it should be produced, controlled and delivered (Gray, 1993,
1994). One of the more intriguing and pervasive ideas from the New Right has
been the application of consumer choice to welfare. Since the national or local
state provide many social welfare services – schools, health, welfare benefits –
monopolies tend to build up. This has the advantage of economies of scale, but
the disadvantage of diminution of consumer choice. The New Right’s solution
to this conundrum, besides curtailing state activity altogether and re-building
family or community reliance, was to propose vouchers, which the welfare ‘con-
sumers’ can redeem in whichever way they ‘choose’. The argument for vouchers
was that they give people room to shop around for services, and to top up with
their own savings or income, that is, that they turn recipients of services into
proper consumers. In theory, choice is maximized, but in practice, equality
declines, and social divisions are accentuated, to say nothing of the extra expense
of administering this choice.

The political and ideological obsession since the 1980s with applying choice
to all spheres of government has maintained its momentum. Provision of choice
is a key rationale – a sales pitch, almost – for the privatization of public utilities,
for applying market logic to sectors which perhaps were inappropriate (Hambleton
and Hoggett, 1993; Hutton, 1995). Public sector bodies, it is argued, are unre-
sponsive to consumer tastes, have no incentive to raise quality, to lower costs or
to innovate (Carruthers and Holland, 1991). The free market is the optimum
mechanism for allocating resources, as could be witnessed by the idiocies of the
planned economies, which not only failed to get goods to their consumers, but
gave their consumers no control over what or how goods are produced.

Even the public sector has not escaped the ideology of marketization and con-
sumer choice with the introduction of internal markets and the New Public
Management movement (Ferlie et al., 1996). The previously homogeneous UK
welfare system has been separated into ‘purchasers’ and ‘providers’ of welfare ser-
vices. Purchasers have the state-funded budgets with which to buy services from
competing providers. Providers may either be state or independent or private bod-
ies. The key purpose of this purchaser–provider split is to engender a contractual
relation within welfare services. The purchasers’ task is to find the best value-for-
money on offer from providers and to ensure the delivery of ‘packages of care’ to
the customer as laid down in the Care in the Community Act 1990 (Barker, 1991).

This application of the notion of choice to public administration ranks as one
of the great political experiments by the state machine. This could only happen
through a strong central state. It is also a wholly political phenomenon. As a result,
perhaps, the love affair with choice in welfare began to raise questions about
whether choice is transferable from goods to services. Potter, for instance, ques-
tioned whether the principles of consumerism – access, choice, information,
redress, representation – are at all applicable to public sector management. He fur-
ther questioned whether they would yield a shift of power from the service
provider to the citizen, let alone mould the service to the consumers’ needs (Potter,
1988). Martin points out that the transfer of a consumer choice ideology to the ser-
vice sector – exemplified by the explosion of interest among marketers of financial
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and welfare services – has underestimated the considerable differences between
services and goods, from the perspective of the consumer (Martin, 1992). Services
tend to be intangible (cannot be seen or touched), perishable (expire the moment
they are created), inseparable (are produced and consumed simultaneously) and
heterogeneous (they vary from service to service). Consumers or would-be con-
sumers of services are forced into a number of conflicting roles, between which
they have to learn to discriminate, if they are to exercise consumer choice.
However, opposition to the elevation of choice as the determining force for
improving public services has also grown (Levett et al., 2003). Some privatization
experiences, notably the British rail service and school-meals, have consistently
produced lower standards, high costs and public dissatisfaction.

So our review of the political economy of choice returns to where it began;
that choice, where it is felt to exist, occurs within limits, that the rhetoric about
choice is misplaced, that there is a downside to consumer choice, that choice is a
political affair. In practice, there is a tendency for producers to coalesce, for mar-
kets to be oligopolistic and dominated by large producers, and for information to
be dominated by interests of the seller. We agree with Galbraith that in a true
market system, the firm should have few resources to expend on persuading con-
sumers to do other than they want (Galbraith, 1974: 45). Yet we have seen that in
the second half of the 20th-century, wholly new opportunities for highly suspect,
though systematic, moulding of consumer choices have been opened up.

Which? Or Whether?

From our review of the field of consumer choice, we cannot escape a sense that one
type of choice has monopolized the attention of writers, whether psychologists,
economists or cultural critics. This has obscured a different type of choice alto-
gether, a more difficult type of choosing, one that involves dilemmas and morality
rather than tastes and whim or a desire for difference. In our view, the notion of
choice should be reserved for important matters in life, like choosing whether to
take a job, whom to marry, whether to have children, whether to move abroad,
whether to live in rented accommodation or to buy a house, whether to take on
private healthcare insurance or send your children to private school.

So much that is referred to as consumer choice in mature markets and devel-
oped economies boils down to relative trivialities, compared to matters of life and
death, political and civil rights, or the future of the planet. To us as individuals, it
does, of course, matter if we put Mozart or McCartney on the CD player, or buy
this linen suit rather than the cotton one, or buy this soap powder over that one,
or eat this food rather than that. The deep opposition to lack of consumer choice
in communist societies meant that the apologists for Western-style consumer
choice have received far less critical attention than they were due. The glorifica-
tion of consumer choice in the post-Second World War period is symptomatic of
a blind spot in Western cultural values, that choice is not only a matter of which
product or service to select, but also to whether and how to consume.

We would prefer to think of choice in connection with significant issues in our
lives, involving genuine life changes, as when someone chooses to become a
vegetarian, having been brought up a meat-eater, or when, as happened to a friend
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of ours, he decided to buy a pair of shorts to wear in the summer and for the first
time to bare his polio-afflicted leg to the eyes of strangers. That is choosing to
consume in a more meaningful sense. More everyday concerns regarding prefer-
ences among brands or substitute products could be referred to as selection, that
is, where one expresses a preference for one among fixed options.

Even manufacturers recognize that the range of options they offer to con-
sumers is often restricted. Ton Otker, Marketing Research Executive for Philips
International, is unusual in publicly stating then that the

harsh reality is that differences between the majority of brands within a given type of product
(durable or non-durable consumer products) are actually minimal. … [C]onsumers are basi-
cally lazy and prefer to extend existing experience, rather than continually branching out
and trying something new … (Otker, 1990: 32)

This type of everyday consumer decision is not sufficiently momentous to make
it the basis for a consumer culture. When it mutates onto the political plane, this
type of decision turns politics into a spectator sport and politicians into compet-
ing brands, a phenomenon already widely observed among commentators as
diverse as Hobsbawm (1994), Postman (1986) and Baudrillard (1983). Economists,
of course, will continue to build elaborate models on just this restricted type of
choice. In our view, the right of individuals to make infinitesimal selections
between close alternatives, important though it may be, should not override other
vital human interests, priorities and rights. The fetishization of choice is sympto-
matic of a large hole at the heart of consumerism.
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A GUMENTS
The objects we consume can be seen as a live information system,
through which cultural meanings are conveyed and contested. Fashion
creates distinctions of social status, supplanting older distinctions
based on family lineage or wealth. Goods, such as clothes and cars, as
well as services, such as holiday destinations and meals in restaurants,
tell stories about those who consume them; goods also communicate
emotion and social prestige when exchanged as gifts. The meanings
and messages emitted by particular objects and services, individually or
in combination with others, are widely but imprecisely affected by
advertising that seeks to create stories and narratives within which to
cast them. 

How fixed are the meanings and messages communicated by
different objects? There is a continuing argument in the social sciences
over this question. Many ethnographers emphasize the stable and
predictable attributes of material culture, while cultural theorists, especi-
ally postmodernist ones, emphasize the transient and volatile nature
of meanings that characterize today’s consumer culture.

CHAPTER 3
The Consumer as
Communicator

Goods assembled together in ownership make physical, visible
statements about the hierarchy of values to which their chooser
subscribes. Goods can be cherished or judged inappropriate,
discarded, and replaced. Unless we appreciate how they are used
to constitute an intelligible universe, we will never know how to
resolve the contradictions of our economic life.

Douglas and Isherwood, 1978: 5
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The Consumer as Communicator 45

Few images have dominated discussions of consumption to the same extent as
that of the consumer as communicator of meanings. This may be seen as the

by-product of the current dominance of language in every cultural debate. It is not
merely fashionable to talk of food, clothes, cars, buildings, organizations, politics or
even our bodies as ‘texts’, carrying messages. The idea, according to many cultural
theorists, is now that all culture is text, using different codes, but subject to very
similar rules of syntax and grammar. Language no longer serves as a metaphor for
understanding culture (let alone as a mere tool); it has become the central paradigm
furnishing core concepts and ideas that then migrate into numerous other cultural
debates, redefining the terms of these debates. This chapter explores the strengths
and shortcomings of looking at consumption and the world of objects as a system
through which we communicate to others as well as to ourselves.

Images of consumers as communicators, using material objects to express social
differences as well as personal meanings and feelings, considerably pre-date the
present privileged position of language within the human sciences. Simmel’s
(1971[1904]) theory of fashions as well as Veblen’s (1925[1899]) critique of con-
spicuous consumption both approach material goods not as useful objects aimed
at satisfying different human needs, but as signs defining social status, establish-
ing differences and similarities. More recently, anthropologists and sociologists
have examined how social differences and status become encoded in systems of
dress and clothing, food, transport and other areas of consumption (McCracken,
1988; Sahlins, 1972). An emerging tradition in historiography is currently re-
evaluating consumption in the 15th- and 16th-centuries, revealing not only
ostentatious displays of wealth, but also a keen awareness of fashions and a ram-
pant consumerism (McKendrick et al., 1982; Mukerji, 1983). Even the supposedly
ascetic Protestants in the 17th- and 18th-centuries are gradually being discovered
to have cultivated tastes for ‘great country houses on their newly acquired estates
and filling them with lovely artefacts (portraits, chairs, murals, and chinaware)
that testified to their high social position’ (Mukerji, 1983: 3). All of these trends
have had the effect of dislodging material objects from their automatic linkage
with physical and social needs and placing them within a communicative pack-
age as carriers of meaning. 

In the last quarter of a century, a vast body of literature has focused on the idea
of material culture; in other words, the meanings carried by material artifacts,
visual representations, images, and so on. Since Barthes’ (1973, 1977[1966]) pio-
neering work on narratives, we have come to appreciate the ability of such artifacts
to tell stories that become embedded in the life-stories and identities of the people
who use them, display them or appropriate them. Consumer culture, in other
words, the sum total of meanings carried by objects, images and signs, is now seen
by many as a defining feature of late modernity and the societies many of us inhabit
(for example, Appadurai, 1990; Bauman, 2001; Du Gay, 1996a; Featherstone, 1991;
Lury, 1996; Miller, 1987; Slater, 1997). In order for objects and images to assume
their dominant position as cultural signifiers, their association with human needs
had to be dislodged – an item of clothing could not be seen as telling a story about
its wearer as long as its primary function was seen as keeping him or her warm, nor
could an automobile establish the rank of its owner, as long as it was seen as a
machine carrying people from A to B.
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The Idea of Needs Goes out of Fashion

Material objects are and have always been central to human communication. We
communicate through words, but we also communicate through body language
and manners, through gifts, through clothes, through food and through the
innumerable items that we use, display and discard every day. Large sections of
Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey are devoted to detailed descriptions of material objects,
armour, swords, shields as well as domestic objects, each object telling a story
(Homer, 1974, especially Rh. XVIII). At a less poetic level, even a sword may serve
its aim without actually being used, by communicating deterrence. This appears
so self-evident that it is surprising that entire areas of the human sciences have
ever been able to study the material world that surrounds us without looking into
communication. Yet, large areas of psychology, sociology and economics have in
different ways done precisely that. Whether a coat is seen as an item to keep
one warm, as the product of a deskilled mechanical process or as an item on an
inventory – in all of these instances, its communicative qualities are either
ignored or denied. Consider, for example, the opening of Marx’s Capital:

The wealth of those societies in which the capitalist mode of production prevails, presents
itself as ‘an immense accumulation of commodities,’ its unit being a single commodity. Our
investigation must therefore begin with the analysis of a commodity. 

A commodity is, in the first place, an object outside us, a thing that by its properties satisfies
human wants of some sort or another. The nature of such wants, whether for instance, they
spring from the stomach or from fancy, makes no difference. Neither are we here concerned
to know how the object satisfies these wants, whether directly as means of subsistence, or
indirectly as means of production (Marx, 1967[1867]: 35).

Marx and many of those who followed him approached material objects, in the
first place, in terms of their usefulness, hence the term ‘use-value’, and subse-
quently as things that can be exchanged or traded, hence the term ‘exchange-
value’. Marx held no naive naturalistic views of the ways objects fulfil human
needs, being fully aware both of the social nature of these wants and of the poly-
morphous usefulness of objects. Nevertheless, he did not inquire into the factors
that make objects useful or the manner in which they may satisfy human wants.
A weapon, a machine, a coat, a clock, a table and a jewel, are all useful objects
having use-values; they cannot be compared with each other until they are
treated as exchange-values. Political economy takes no interest in what makes
them useful or what uses they may have. ‘To discover the various uses of things
is the work of history’ (Marx, 1967[1867]: 35). 

Subsequent authors have distinguished between luxuries and necessities,
but the essential link between the usefulness of the object and need of the con-
sumer remained (see Lebergott, 1993). Conservatives prefer the term ‘utility’ to
the Marxist ‘use-value’. As we saw in Chapter 2, the two have argued endlessly
whether the state or the individual is a better judge of these needs, and whether
a socialist or a capitalist production system is better able to satisfy them.
Nevertheless, they agreed on seeing objects as the means of satisfying material,
psychological and social needs, that is, as things whose primary raison-d’être lies
in their uses.
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Baudrillard has vigorously contested this view, arguing that use-value was
always a flawed concept which foreclosed any theoretical study of consumption
(Baudrillard, 1988a[1968], 1988b[1970]). By short-circuiting the uses of objects
with putative human needs, use-value reduces consumption to a series of tau-
tologies: ‘I buy this because I need it; I need it because it is useful to me’, ‘I buy
this because I like it; I like it because it is nice’, and so on. The shortcomings of
the idea of use-value are laid bare by consumption patterns in the industrial West.
The word ‘useful’ is surely being stretched to excess when applied to video games,
olive paté, kitchen gadgets, cigarettes, as well as numerous other objects we con-
sume daily. To describe an expensive pair of running shoes as ‘useful for running’
or a perfume as ‘useful for enhancing one’s self-image’ collapses either to tau-
tology or to absurdity – a theoretical impasse. To argue retrospectively that such
objects fulfil human needs merely highlights the impasse. (For more equivocal
arguments than Baudrillard’s on the demise of use-value, see Kellner, 1989; Lee,
1993b; Lury, 1996.)

An earlier generation of social critics had also expressed reservations about the
idea of goods as use-values. Adorno, one of them, argued that under capitalist
accumulation the exchange-value of commodities dominates or even obliterates
their use-values. Objects are produced if they can be sold at a profit, rather than
because of any social or individual uses they may have. Most commodities, argued
Adorno, become detached from their use-value; use-values persist as distant mem-
ories lost in the noisy symbolic clout of consumer society, whereas commodities
acquire new symbolic meanings and associations (Rose, 1978: 25).

The demise of the concept of use-value, precipitated by Western consumers’
apparent willingness or even eagerness to purchase commodities with only the
most tenuous use-value or no apparent use-value at all, has opened several possi-
bilities. One is to argue along with Packard (1981[1957]), Marcuse (1964) and
Lasch (1980, 1984) that consumers are victims (see Chapter 7, ‘The Consumer as
Victim’), duped into buying more or less useless objects by techniques of mass
manipulation and marketing. A less pessimistic option is to argue that the attrac-
tion of objects in advanced capitalism lies not in their function but in their aesthetic
qualities, the consumer being essentially an artist whose purchases constitute the
brush-strokes of an on-going creative process; for example, one’s home becomes
one’s creative expression (see Chapter 6, ‘The Consumer: Hedonist or Artist?’). Yet
another option is to approach the consumer as an explorer of objects, as one who
goes out shopping ‘just to look’ or who purchases without any clear notion of
what lies ahead but in the hope of discovering something exciting and unex-
pected; for example, buying a record or a book because you like the cover or title
(see Chapter 4, ‘The Consumer as Explorer’). 

The Meanings of Goods

None of these less pessimistic images, however, have quite the currency enjoyed by
the image of the consumer as communicator. At the core of this image lies the idea
that material objects embody a system of meanings, through which we express our-
selves and communicate with each other. We want and buy things not because of
what things can do for us, but because of what things mean to us and what they say
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about us. According to this view, goods tell stories and communicate meanings
in different ways but every bit as effectively as words. In the first place, material
objects stand as evidence that certain events took place, removing ambiguity and
fixing meanings. A wedding ring, for example, is the material object that estab-
lishes marital status, turning two separate people into husband and wife; its ‘use’
lies primarily in the story it tells about those wearing it. According to this view,
whether a car is a useful device to carry you from A to B is largely irrelevant. There
are many ways of going from A to B, and in any event the reasons why one wishes
to go from A to B may be related to the availability of a car. A car, therefore, is not
a carrier of persons so much as a carrier of meanings about itself, its owner, its
manufacturer and the broader culture. It is a part of a symbolic nexus made up of
material goods (Firat, 1992; Pandya and Venkatesh, 1992).

The study of consumption as communication proceeds from the cultural
values of goods and the meanings that they embody. Economic (exchange) values
ultimately derive from cultural values, not from biological or social ‘needs’:

One cannot sell objects that do not have meaning to other people. A wad of paper or ball
of fluff does not have economic value, unless adopted by an artist for an artwork or other-
wise used as a raw material. ... But objects do not have to have absolute cultural meanings
in order to sell. A Mexican blanket may be bought in Mexico to be used on a bed for warmth
while it may sell in the United States as a wall hanging. People need only find ways to make
objects meaningful to make them economically valuable (without necessarily depending on
the meanings of their creators). (Mukerji, 1983: 13)

The recognition that goods are parts of a communication system opens great pos-
sibilities of explaining the seemingly insatiable character of modern consumption
without recourse to concepts of greed and envy, of exploring how different goods
may combine to generate composite stories, and of explaining why people may
make do without necessities in order to afford luxuries. Finally, it opens the pos-
sibility of assessing the impact of image-makers and ‘merchandisers of meaning’
(Sievers, 1986: 347) without resorting to the idea of manipulation or deception,
discussed in Chapter 2.

Communication and Consumption – Some Early Views

Two of the earliest theorists to focus on the communicative qualities of com-
modities were Thorstein Veblen and Georg Simmel, both of whom were fasci-
nated by the emerging metropolitan lifestyles at the turn of the century, especially
the ostentatious displays of wealth pursued by the nouveau riches. In The Theory
of the Leisure Class, first published in 1899, Veblen explored how, at least for the
newly rich, everyday objects lose their functional qualities and become objects
of display, establishing the social standing of their owners and users. For the
members of the leisure class, the functions of objects are not defined by their uses;
their function is to signify that their user does not work with his or her hands,
or indeed does not work at all. Goods become status markers, indicating a certain
level of income and a lifestyle of leisure. Veblen’s conception, as McCracken
has argued (McCracken, 1988: 36), did not involve any elaborate theory of com-
munication or any genuine symbolic depth. Goods are ‘prima facie evidence’ of
income, rather than symbols. Fashionable clothes are insignia of leisure. Any
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sensible observer can deduce the wealth of a person by the cost of an item of
clothing they wear, without any intricate interpretation or clever decoding. 

Veblen shrewdly managed to detach consumption, especially ostentatious and
‘excessive’ consumption, from notions of greed or acquisitiveness and to account
for its driven qualities by linking it to social status. At the heart of his conception
lies emulative spending, a heightened propensity to consume in order to keep up
with the Joneses. People are tyrannically dominated by fashion, because falling
behind the fashion implies one’s social decline. McKendrick (McKendrick et al.,
1982) has pointed out that what Veblen observed and described is what pioneer-
ing entrepreneurs like Josiah Wedgwood had been aware of and exploited for well
over a century – that selling pottery, not because of its use-value but because of its
snob value, pays (Wernick, 1991). Conspicuous consumption may be aggravated
by capitalism, but can be seen as a feature of all cultures; it is based on Veblen’s
central assumption, that social competition for status induces imitation. 

Imitation is a central feature in the other early theory of consumerism, devel-
oped by Georg Simmel. Like Veblen, Simmel approached consumption essentially
as a process whereby social status and rank are established and communicated.
Display is no side-effect of consuming, according to these two views, but its very
essence. In an article called ‘Fashion’ (Simmel, 1971b[1904]), Simmel argued that
social groups forever seek to emulate the clothing patterns of their social superi-
ors. However, Simmel argued that status competition inspires not only imitation
but also differentiation. The higher social strata seek to distance themselves from
their close subordinates by endlessly adopting new fashions and new trends.
These act as the new status markers, while yesterday’s status markers fall into dis-
repute to them, even as they are adopted by social groups below them. In this
way, imitation and differentiation drive fashion. He wrote: 

The peculiarly piquant and suggestive attraction of fashion lies in the contrast between its
extensive, all-embracing distribution and its rapid and complete disintegration; and with the
latter of these characteristics the apparent claim to permanent acceptance again stands in
contrast. (Simmel, 1971b[1904]: 322)

Leading social groups set new trends in an attempt to distinguish themselves from
the masses; the new trends are then adopted by those next in the pecking order
until eventually they ‘trickle-down’ to lower social groups. By this time, the trend-
setters have moved onto new pastures. Even more than Veblen, Simmel was able
to show that acquisitiveness, the seemingly irrational change of fashions, the psy-
chological obsolescence of outmoded, though perfectly functional commodities
and the obsessive interest in style, fashion and trends are all fuelled by an under-
lying competition for social status and prestige.

Veblen’s and Simmel’s ideas have had considerable influence on subsequent
theories of consumer behaviour. Their plausibility, when applied to many of
the goods we consume in everyday life, is remarkable. Consider, for example, the
plight of parents whose children nonchalantly discard yesterday’s expensive toys
only to embrace a new fad, smartly displayed by their friends in the school yard.
In the early 1990s, parents of all incomes and classes fought pitched battles in toy
shops to obtain the precious sets of ‘teenage mutant ninja turtles’; a mass marketing
exercise had induced turtle mania to children throughout the Western world. The
coveted turtle logos featured on every conceivable item of children’s clothes,
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furniture, kitchenware, and so on. It may seem ridiculous, but any child who failed
to sport at least some turtle merchandise could be described as culturally deprived.
What was even more remarkable was the speed with which turtles became passé.
Within a few months, what had been treasured objects turned into objects of deri-
sion. Children who turned up at school still wearing clothes with turtle logos or
carrying turtle-emblazoned bags or pencil-cases found themselves teased and
ridiculed. It was now the turn of the turtles to become symbols of cultural depriva-
tion. There is nothing new about this phenomenon; whole commercial empires
have been built on it, most conspicuously that of Disney (Goulart, 1970).

Holiday destinations can also be seen reflecting status competition among dif-
ferent social groups. New tourist resorts are ‘discovered’ by the trend-setters, who
scorn to visit the mass destinations. Yet, these new resorts gradually trickle down
to become mass destinations themselves. Snobbery, hardly concealed contempt
and disparagement are reserved for those who cannot afford the new fashionable
resorts, even worse to those who have not realized that the resorts they visit are
no longer fashionable. Like children’s toys, holiday destinations are not innocent
or risk-free; they are part of a process whereby meanings of social worth are estab-
lished and elaborate hierarchies of social standing are sustained. 

Simmel, like Veblen, did not develop a theory of how particular meanings
come to be attached to particular objects, how meanings migrate across different
categories of objects or the changes they undergo as they are interpreted and
decoded. Nor did he explore the circumstances under which subordinate groups
may choose to reject the fashions set up by their social superiors and set up fash-
ions of their own (something central to the work of Bourdieu and Douglas). He
did, however, argue very cleverly that rejection of fashion and affected indiffer-
ence to it very quickly becomes ‘imitation, but under an inverse sign’ (Simmel,
1971b[1904]: 307), that is, a fashion in its own right. His views on the fickle, arbi-
trary quality of fashion anticipated current postmodern thinking on ‘the arbi-
trariness of signs’ and ‘free-floating signifiers’, as we shall see. But the paramount
value of his work on fashion lies in its convincing portrayal as at once irrational,
capricious, tyrannical but also a central force in our lives as consumers:

Judging from the ugly and repugnant things that are sometimes in vogue, it would seem as
though fashion were desirous of exhibiting its power by getting us to adopt the most atro-
cious things for its sake alone. The absolute indifference of fashion to the material standards
of life is well illustrated by the way in which it recommends something appropriate in one
instance, something abstruse in another, and something materially and aesthetically quite
indifferent in a third. (Simmel, 1971b[1904]: 297–8)

More Recent Views

The pioneering qualities and originality of Simmel’s and Veblen’s work is gradu-
ally being recognized. Their theories suffer from a number of theoretical short-
comings (McCracken, 1988), yet the fact remains that by looking at the goods
that we consume, not as material necessities or useful objects, but as markers of
social standing, Veblen and Simmel placed consumption at the heart of social the-
orizing, long before this became a theoretical fashion in its own right. Their views
prefigure many current ideas regarding consumption as a system of communication.
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An oft-quoted statement of this position is provided by the anthropologist Mary
Douglas and the economist Baron Isherwood in The World of Goods: Towards an
Anthropology of Consumption (1978). Unlike Veblen and Simmel, however, Douglas
and Isherwood argued that there had been too much sniping at excessive con-
sumption. For too long, the study of consumption had suffered from ‘a tendency
to suppose that people buy goods for two or three restricted purposes: material
welfare, psychic welfare, and display’ (Douglas and Isherwood, 1978: 3). Much of
the sniping would be silenced if consumption was seen as a live information sys-
tem, through which cultural meanings are conveyed and contested. The essence
of objects lies in the social symbolism that they carry.

Instead of supposing that goods are primarily needed for subsistence plus competitive dis-
play, let us assume that they are needed for making visible and stable the categories of cul-
ture. It is standard ethnographic practice to assume that all material possessions carry social
meanings and to concentrate a main part of cultural analysis upon their use as communica-
tors. (Douglas and Isherwood, 1978: 59) 

Douglas and Isherwood are more concerned than the earlier theorists about the
fine nuances of meanings that may be communicated through material objects,
as well as about the creative choices which consumption require. 

The housewife with her shopping basket arrives home: some things in it she reserves for her
household, some for the father, some for the children; others are destined for the special
delectation of guests. Whom she invites into her house, what parts of the house she makes
available to outsiders, how often, what she offers them for music, food, drink, and conver-
sation, these choices express and generate culture in its general sense. (Douglas and
Isherwood, 1978: 57)

Instead of passive imitation or compulsive differentiation, they argue that ‘the
most general objective of the consumer can only be to construct an intelligible
universe with the goods he chooses’ (Douglas and Isherwood, 1978: 65). Goods
not only communicate social categories and hierarchies (for example, superior/
subordinate, avant-guard/conservative, new-rich/old-rich) but a highly varied,
specific and symbolically charged range of meanings. In this sense, they are far
richer than signs or insignia and more like stories through which we communi-
cate with each other and express our emotions. As Miller has noted (1987: 99),
children are able to articulate a wide variety feelings and desires through objects
at a much earlier age than through purely linguistic symbolism, and although lan-
guage may supplement the usefulness of material objects in communication, it
never quite nullifies it.

Consider, for example, the range of meanings communicated through food, an
area of consumption to which Douglas has devoted considerable attention over
many years. In her classic article ‘Deciphering a meal’ (Douglas, 1975), she exam-
ined in detail what exactly constitutes a meal. She argued that the definition of a
meal varies across cultures and has little relation to the nutritional qualities of what
is being consumed. Instead, it depends on the types of utensils used, the kinds of
ingredients used, the type of cooking, and so on. These not only differentiate meals
from other occasions when food and drink is taken (for example, ‘drinks’,
‘snacks’, ‘quick bites’) but also define what kind of meal is being consumed as well
as what the relations are among those who participate. To most middle-class
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Britons, a sequence of soup and fruit simply does not constitute a meal, just as
eating without utensils cannot be described as a meal (at least until the arrival of
US-style ‘fast food’). A dish with two staple items on a plate, for example, pota-
toes and rice, sounds a discordant note, just as a misspelt word on a printed page
or a mispronounced word in a sentence. 

Food on a plate, then, constitutes a system of communication, with its own
rules and its own ambiguities. It is a coded message.

If food is treated as a code, the message it encodes will be found in the pattern of social rela-
tions being expressed. ... Food categories encode social events. (Douglas, 1975: 249)

Particular types of meal are signalled through the use of special dishes or trimmings.
The use of special items, such as turkey with all the trimmings at Christmas, a roast
on Sunday, or a first course followed by an entrée for a dinner party, communi-
cates specific messages. For Douglas, unlike Veblen, ostentation does not neces-
sarily imply social competition, but rather a fixing of meanings. Social and moral
judgement is withheld. The use of special cutlery or luxury china during a meal
may be less a means of impressing an important guest than a way of stating that
a meal is a special one in comparison to other ones. 

While Douglas has been persistently critical of Veblen (Douglas and Isherwood,
1978: 4 and passim), Veblen’s argument about competitive imitation can be seen
as a special case of Douglas’s more general view that goods establish social cate-
gories. For it can hardly be denied that one of the range of social categories which
may be communicated through a meal is social superiority, especially if a highly
ostentatious meal is served to a visitor who can hardly reciprocate at the same
level. Nevertheless, Douglas’s argument considerably enlarges the communicative
potential of material goods, well beyond the establishment of social hierarchies to
the general maintenance of meanings. Without material goods, argues Douglas,
meanings become unstable, ambiguous, they tend to drift or even disappear.
Meanings require rituals to sustain them, and rituals depend on material objects:

More effective rituals use material things, and the more costly the ritual trappings, the
stronger we can assume the intention to fix the meanings to be. Goods, in this perspective,
are ritual adjuncts; consumption is a ritual process whose primary function is to make sense
of the inchoate flux of events. (Douglas and Isherwood, 1978: 65)

Douglas and Isherwood carry the argument well beyond those of Veblen and
Simmel, by highlighting the interconnections of material objects as a feature of
their communicative potential, instead of treating each object as a separate icon.
Objects do not make individual statements, but rather they communicate together
with other objects, just like individual items on a menu or on a plate acquire their
significance in the light of the other items. Silver cutlery next to crystal wine
glasses and expensive porcelain tells a very different story from silver cutlery in
the midst of rustic tableware. 

The Diderot Effect and Product Constellations

The combined effect of material objects is graphically captured in what
McCracken (1988) terms the ‘Diderot unity’, prompted by an intriguing observation
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made by the great French thinker Denis Diderot (1713–84). In a little essay
entitled ‘Regrets on parting with my old dressing gown’, Diderot describes how
upon receiving a gift of a magnificent scarlet robe, he discarded his old ‘ragged,
humble, comfortable old wrapper’. He then started getting dissatisfied in turn
with every other item in his study for failing to live up to the splendour of the
new item. He therefore set about replacing chairs, engravings, bookshelves and
everything else. With every new acquisition, however, he found new things to be
dissatisfied with, so that eventually he looked back nostalgically at his study the
way it used to be, crowded, humble, chaotic but happy. ‘Now the harmony is
destroyed. Now there is no more consistency, no more unity, and no more beauty,’
he reflected (quoted in McCracken, 1988: 119).

McCracken, prompted by Diderot’s reflections, observes that objects do not
communicate in isolation but in concert with other objects (the ‘Diderot unity’).
Once a particular component is replaced, the harmony is undermined, precipitat-
ing further changes. According to this view, individual purchases are not motivated
by envy or social competition or display, but by an urge for consistency and com-
pleteness. The quest for completeness, consistency and unity, is, of course, a driving
force in every collector; but it is also a more general cultural phenomenon. Buying
a new set of speakers for one’s stereo system is likely to lead to dissatisfaction with
one’s amplifier; the replacement of the amplifier is likely, in turn, to cause dissatis-
faction with the other musical components. The owner of a new Rolex watch soon
begins to be discontent with his or her modest motor-car and starts dreaming of
‘upgrading’ it. This phenomenon is well known to advertisers who perennially try
to entice us with offers of products that complement or ‘bring out the best in’ what
we already have. Product constellations can be seen as objects that somehow rein-
force each other’s message and reduce the scope for ambiguity or conflict. Even
more commonly, we are enticed with ‘complete sets’, packages or collections which
have already been designed to communicate in unison.

Moving from the public statements of goods in Mary Douglas’s arguments to
the solitary concerns of Diderot, it may be thought that we have lost sight of the
consumer as communicator. After all, Diderot’s study, like his dressing gown, were
private, not meant for public display. Are there some forms of solitary, personal
consumption that simply repudiate the idea of consumption as communication?
Douglas and McCracken do not think so. Douglas argues that even the solitary
consumers submit to the rules and categories of their culture, when, invisible to
others, they eat their meals with knives and forks and shirk away from beginning
with pudding and ending with soup, or eating mustard with lamb and mint with
beef (Douglas and Isherwood, 1978: 67). Somewhat similarly, McCracken describes
goods both as ‘bulletin boards for internal messages and billboards for external
ones’ (McCracken, 1988: 136). Through the goods that we consume, we may be
communicating with ourselves, reinforcing social categories and classifications.
Like old family photographs that are not for public display, we may use those pri-
vate goods to remind ourselves of who we are, what we have achieved, what we
have lost and what we may wish for the future.

It is questionable, however, whether many consumer goods fall into this
category of purely personal story-telling, entirely devoid of a social dimension.
Consider, for example, some increasingly popular types of consumption in the
West, such as body piercing jewellery or tattoos in intimate places. The very fact
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that such practices are now seen as fashionable indicates that, for all their privacy
and intimacy, they comply with the trends described by Simmel and elaborated
by Douglas and McCracken. Like whispered secrets, private and hidden jewellery
and tattoos can be seen as a unique type of communication, confirming the special
standing of both those who don them as well as of those allowed to see them. 

Gifts

Even Diderot, in his solitary study, was hardly removed from a process of com-
munication. In the first place, he was interpreting his friend’s opulent gift as
a message confirming the eminence he had attained, rather than purely as a token
of esteem or as a mere luxury in which he might indulge without further ado.
Moreover, through the hapless sequence of subsequent replacements, he might
have been seeking to communicate to himself an image of himself as someone
who, adorned by his magnificent scarlet robe, deserves something more sumptu-
ous for his den than his simple study of old. His friend’s gift turned inadvertently
into a Trojan Horse.

If virtually all goods carry meanings, gifts are self-conscious of their meaning-
carrying capacities. By their essence, gifts are laden with symbolism, punctuating
important ritual occasions, such as weddings, anniversaries, birthdays, name-days,
bar mitzvahs, christenings, house moves, Christmas, Mother’s and Father’s Days,
Valentine’s Days. Gifts must not be regarded as a small class of objects and
exchanges at the margins of consumption. From the ‘treats’ indulged by parents on
deserving children, to flower bouquets dispatched by Interflora, to the purchasing
of rounds of drinks or the holding of parties, to corporate hospitality, to the gener-
alized consumer delirium as Christmas approaches, gifts are an important feature
of Western culture and a cardinal feature of many others. A new and unique mer-
chandising operation called ‘The Gift Shop’ has confidently taken its place in shop-
ping malls, high streets and airport lounges. Whole areas of the economy from
jewellery and perfumes to book and record tokens, are now fuelled by gift-giving.
It is not accidental that the study of gifts has attracted considerable research inter-
est and offers important insights into the consumer as communicator.

Since the pioneering work of Marcel Mauss (1974[1925]), it is widely accepted
that gifts, unlike donations, are not just free goods, but parts of reciprocal
exchange relations. Gifts reflect the nature and importance of the occasion; they
communicate meanings and emotions (such as respect, gratitude, love, and even
pity, disdain and scorn), as well as defining the social and emotional distance
between giver and receiver. The meanings of gifts are often ambiguous and far
from easy to interpret and the choice of gifts can become a cause of major
headaches. Yet the very ambiguity in the meanings of gifts makes them highly
effective. Like myths, gifts can carry meanings that are once at ambiguous and
powerful. And like myths, gifts can reconcile the irreconcilable (Barthes, 1973),
bridging vast differences of culture and interest, though of course they can equally
lead to gigantic misunderstandings and conflict. For this reason, most of us treat
gifts with special respect, as if we recognize that they are a risk. A gift is something
that both the giver and the receiver will be judged by. It is also something through
which both giver and receiver will judge the other’s opinion of them, as well as
the importance that the other accords to the occasion. It is not surprising, then,
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that the amount of time we spend in choosing a present is considerably greater
than that which we spend in buying similar items for personal consumption
(Pandya and Venkatesh, 1992). 

Gifts communicate in many ways and are judged by many of their qualities.
Consider one of the simpler ones: price. The price of a gift is an important part of
its meaning, yet it can be highly ambiguous. An inexpensive gift from a rich
relative may be interpreted as a rebuff, as a discourtesy, as a sign of a loss of money
or status on the part of the giver or as a sign of increasing social and emotional
distance that the giver tries to establish. Yet an inexpensive gift may equally be
accepted with relief for not imposing too severe demands for its reciprocation. A
costly gift from a rich relative may be gratefully received with an acknowledge-
ment of the relative’s superior economic and perhaps social standing. It may,
however, be interpreted as an attempt to humiliate, since it may not be recipro-
cated in kind. Gifts are a highly delicate area of consumption.

Price is not the only feature by which gifts are judged. Appropriateness, origi-
nality, presentation and personal time are highly valued qualities in gifts, as is the
personal touch. Children may delight their parents with presents that they make
themselves, until somehow they get the idea that things that they make them-
selves and are not paid for are not ‘real presents’. A less well-off relative may be
able amply to reciprocate an opulent present with a less expensive but very well-
chosen one, a beautifully wrapped one, an exotic one or one which required a lot
of his or her time. Skill, judgement and, above all, time can all enrich the mean-
ings of a gift, compensating for its low cost. As Bourdieu (1979) has argued, time
can be the most precious of gifts, and the time it takes to locate, to choose, to
wrap and to present become parts of the story that the gift tells. The wrapping,
the ribbons and cards that accompany a gift are no mere ornaments, but of the
very essence.

Nor do gifts cease to communicate once the ritual of presentation has taken
place. Some remain as reminders of the occasion or of the giver, keeping or even
increasing their symbolic power as the years go by. These are treasured objects,
whose damage, theft or loss is experienced as a personal injury by their owner.
The anthropologist Levy-Bruhl (1966) noted that in some cultures, everyday
objects such as ornaments, clothes and tools, become literally incorporated in the
self. In a similar way, Belk (1988) has argued that certain objects (especially things
like cars or houses) become vital elements of our identity as if they were physical
extensions of our bodies. Lacan (1953) even went as far as to suggest that our car’s
mechanical failures are exactly equivalent to neurotic symptoms, its fits and starts
are neurotic twitches. Such objects clearly provide a bridge between the consumer
as communicator and the consumer as identity-seeker (see Chapter 5, ‘The Con-
sumer as Identity-seeker’). Most gifts, however, have more mundane careers,
being used and forgotten, or being sold as second-hand goods at knock-down
prices, being given as ‘half-gifts’ to new receivers or simply being thrown away. 

In an intriguing article on consumerism in Japan, Clammer describes how
shopping habits are conditioned by the gift economy, ‘a perpetual and enormous
circulation of commodities – a gigantic kula-ring-like cycle of obligations and rec-
iprocities’ (Clammer, 1992: 207). Gifts, exchanged by the Japanese on a consider-
ably larger scale than most Western Europeans or Americans, come mostly to an
inglorious end:
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A certain day each month is ‘heavy rubbish day’ when unwanted large objects can be put
on the sidewalk for collection by the municipal rubbish collectors or by private contractors.
The most astonishing variety and volume of things are discarded – furniture, TVs, bicycles,
golf-clubs, all kinds of electrical appliances and just about everything that a modern house-
hold needs, … often in almost mint condition. (Clammer, 1992: 208–9)

While from an economic point of view, endless rounds of gift-giving may repre-
sent waste and may be dented by recession, in Japan, they strengthen networks of
social relations and define social hierarchies in an effective way. In these respects,
gifts highlight Douglas’s and McCracken’s arguments concerning the consumer in
the capacity of gift-buyer and gift-receiver as someone who essentially creates,
communicates and interprets meanings. 

Gifts to Oneself?

Is it possible to give gifts to oneself? Mick (1986) and Levy (1982) have argued that
self-gifts differ in character from other personal consumption; they are quite com-
mon in Western cultures. Self-gifts can mark special occasions, like private
anniversaries or special visits. Souvenirs are often purchased in this way, as mark-
ers of specific events. Even more commonly, they appear as rewards for achieve-
ment or consolations for failure, re-asserting pride and self-respect. Pandya and
Venkatesh give this graphic example:

In the film ‘Crimes of the Heart’, Diane Keaton, a lonely middle-aged single woman, thinks
her family has forgotten her birthday. She gets a cookie for herself, lights a candle on it and
sings ‘Happy Birthday’ to herself. She gives herself a birthday party the others forgot to give
her. Her gift to herself accentuates her loneliness but also affirms her selfhood. There are
many such examples of self-gift in real life like vacations as a reward after a year of hard work.
But when families discuss their vacations with their friends these often become signs of their
status, competition and success. (Pandya and Venkatesh, 1992: 152–3)

Such self-gifts can be seen as part of a continuing dialogue one has with oneself.
One can almost imagine old Diderot, ruminating in his study on what should
replace the threadbare tapestry hanging from the wall, finally deciding to treat
himself to a fine new one. The need we have to present special purchases as treats
or rewards highlights the symbolic importance of the objects we purchase. In this
way, we use objects to construct meaningful stories about our efforts, our suc-
cesses and failures and this is one of the factors that doubtless drives modern con-
sumerism. A new CD or video may be thought of as an unnecessary luxury that
we resist. If, however, we can present it as the just dessert for a successful effort or
as the rightful consolation for an unsuccessful one, it becomes irresistible. 

One could very well ask, why do success or failure need be marked in this way,
through the use of a newly acquired object? Is it impossible to construct meaning-
ful stories about ourselves and others without the assistance of the objects? For
example, is it necessary to mark an important anniversary with a costly gift rather
than a kiss and a hug? Why are singing, dancing, poetry and speech-making not
adequate enough rituals for a wedding, without having in addition an arsenal of
gifts? Is it impossible to construct a story of a meaningful holiday without the mate-
rial reminders of photographs, souvenirs and other costly tourist paraphernalia? 
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Objects and Sign-Values

Mary Douglas has argued that material objects are indispensable for fixing the
meanings and the categories of events. Long after the singing and the dancing at
the wedding has finished, the wedding ring will still be the material evidence of
the event. Primitive cultures as well as modern cultures rely on material objects to
fix meaning. Baudrillard, on the other hand, whose early studies into consumer
culture have much in common with Douglas’s, takes a different view. Like
Douglas, Baudrillard viewed material objects as forming a system of classification,
though his assessment of their value is more ambivalent:

Objects are categories of objects which quite tyrannically induce categories of persons. They
undertake the policing of social meanings, and the significations they engender are controlled.
(Baudrillard, 1988a[1968]: 16–17)

Having convincingly challenged the concept of objects as use-values, Baudrillard
approached each object as the carrier of a sign-value. This is where his argument
departs from Douglas’s view of physical objects as material depositories of social
meaning. For Baudrillard, the sign-values of objects are mobile and precarious,
more so since the beginning of the industrial era, and infinitely more so at the
present time. Like neurotic symptoms, where each symptom can easily be replaced
by another (for example, a neurotic cough by may be replaced by colitis), the sign-
value of objects can quickly migrate from one commodity to another:

A washing machine serves as equipment and plays as an element of comfort, or of prestige etc.
It is the field of play that is specifically the field of consumption. Here all sorts of objects can be
substituted for the washing machine as a signifying element. In the logic of signs, as in the logic
of symbols, objects are no longer tied to a function or to a defined need. This is precisely because
objects respond to something different, either to a social logic, or to a logic of desire, where they
serve as a fluid and unconscious field of signification. (Baudrillard, 1988b[1970]: 44)

Baudrillard is arguing here that for the individual consumer, the desire for a wash-
ing-machine may inexplicably be transferred onto a desire for a dress, a record or
a car, just as the signifying effect of the washing-machine may be achieved through
a dishwasher, a carpet or a ring. Unlike Douglas, who stresses the stabilizing influ-
ence of objects, Baudrillard views sign-values as fleeting and migratory. For
Douglas, a wedding ring is solid, timeless, reassuring; for Baudrillard, a wedding
ring is a transmitter of spasmodic, indistinct and ambiguous messages. This is
what makes sign-values both fiercely contested as well as ideally plastic material
in the hands of advertisers and marketers. This is also why, in the last resort, they
are unable to provide the basis for real identity or selfhood. Ultimately, goods lose
all signification, standing for nothing whatsoever beyond themselves. From being
depositories of social meaning they become black holes into which meaning dis-
appears (Baudrillard, 1983). 

Brands, Advertising and the Destruction of Meaning

If I can describe a cake, a cigarette, a fishing rod, or a bottle of whisky in such a way that its
basic soul, its basic meaning to modern man, becomes clear, I shall, at the same time, have
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achieved direct communication. I shall have established a bridge between my advertisement
and the reader and come as close as possible to motivating the reader or listener to acquire
this experience via the product which I have promised him. (Dichter (1960: 92), quoted in
Lee (1993a: 150))

Selling things by making them tell stories was well-known to Dr Ernest Dichter,
Director of the Institute of Motivational Research. He saw advertising as the art of
making commodities communicate to us, by making goods speak with human
voices (see Chapter 2, ‘The Consumer as Chooser’). Brands were humanized and
brand names became condensations of stories. Like the ‘crown’, which stands
metonymically for all things royal, majestic and imposing, brand names become
embodiments of special qualities, values and images. Meaning travels from the
whole to the part and from the part to the whole. A small bar of soap carrying the
logo of Harrods, the famous London department store, becomes the embodiment
of the Harrods values, tradition, soundness, and quality, the best of Old British
values. By purchasing the small bar of soap, one purchases all that Harrods stands
for and makes these attributes of Harrods one’s own. Exploiting these metonymic
qualities of goods has long been the task of advertisers and market analysts; it has
been explored by academics, such as Williamson (1986), Lee (1993a, 2000) and
McCracken (1988):

Advertising works as a potential method of meaning transfer by bringing the consumer good
and a representation of the culturally constituted world within the frame of a particular adver-
tisement. The creative director of an agency seeks to conjoin these two elements in such a way
that the viewer/reader glimpses an essential similarity between them. When this symbolic
equivalence is successfully established, the viewer/reader attributes certain properties he or
she knows to exist in the culturally constituted world to the consumer good. The known prop-
erties of the world thus come to be resident in the unknown properties of the consumer good.
The transfer of meaning from the world to good is accomplished. (McCracken, 1988: 77)

McCracken argues strongly that material objects act as a means of encoding and
communicating meanings, but do not constitute a language. One of the main dif-
ferences between language and objects is that objects are constrained in the range
of meanings they can assume. In language, onomatopoeic words apart, a particu-
lar sound may signify virtually anything, there being no necessary connection
between signifier and signified, between word and meaning. Objects, on the other
hand, ‘bear a “motivated” and “non-arbitrary” relationship to the things they sig-
nify’ (McCracken, 1988: 132). In this view, a Rolex watch cannot signify a poor
man, since a poor man could not afford to buy one. Equally, an inexpensive
‘unglamourous’ pair of shoes may signify parsimony or poverty or inverted snob-
bery or various other qualities, but it may not by its very nature signify certain
things such as wealth, power or discriminating taste in shoes. 

Not so, argues Baudrillard, who, since his early book The System of Objects
(1988a[1968]) has seen brands as capable of telling virtually any story, however
unconnected to any putative need or use. Even a Rolex may be but a cheap fake,
bought at a hundredth of the price, though looking similar. And even a ‘real’
Rolex may appear as nothing but the kind of model that is much imitated and
faked. Once Rolex watches, real and fake, are seen worn on the wrist of any taxi-
driver, the meaning carried by them becomes plastic. This argument develops
Simmel’s idea on the whimsical nature of fashion, whereby anything can become
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fashionable, provided that it stands out from the rest. Baudrillard takes this
argument to its logical conclusion, that signification means simply difference and
nothing else. The only meaning that signs retain is their difference from other
signs; and this is the end of meaning:

Diverse brands follow one another, are juxtaposed and substituted for one another without
an articulation or transition. It is an erratic lexicon where one brand devours the other, each
living for its own endless repetition. This is undoubtedly the most impoverished of languages:
full of signification and empty of meaning. It is a language of signals. And ‘loyalty’ to a brand
name is nothing more than the conditioned reflex of a controlled affect. (Baudrillard,
1988a[1968]: 17)

The more brands like McDonald’s, Marlborough, Harrods and Nike become tem-
porary depositories of ‘meaning’ the more emaciated and burnt out the meaning
becomes. The more obsessively we interpret, analyse and classify others in terms
of the messages emitted by their shoes, their clothes and their preferred drinks,
the less we know about them. Ultimately, medium becomes message, signifiers
float freely and meaning implodes. Nike, the ancient Greek goddess of victory, no
longer stands for victory, for the meaning of victory is swallowed up by the shoe.
Clio is no longer an ancient Greek muse; nor do her classical qualities survive in
the product; she has become momentarily a French motor-car, a pretty girl, a
youthful longing, a clever advertisement, before she is drowned by the noise of
other brands, lost and forgotten. 

In Baudrillard’s view, within the media-dominated world of Western soci-
eties, boundaries between reality and representation, substance and image, have
imploded, just like the difference between the real and the fake Rolex. A photograph
no longer captures the essence of a real event, nor does it claim to do so. A photo-
graph becomes pure image, the product of a photo-opportunity, a staged event that
may link, for example, a perfume brand to a tropical island or a politician to a cause.
But the viewer of the picture is aware that the picture is the product of a temporary
marriage of convenience between two free-floating signifiers, which will soon go
their separate ways. Ultimately, the perfume, the tropical island, the politician and
the cause lose any meaning, outside the photograph. Like photographs, other con-
sumer goods cease to express meanings and they too become self-referential. The
gift is no longer the material proof of Christmas, nor is the wedding ring the mate-
rial proof of the wedding. Both become opportunistic carriers of ever-decreasing
fragments of meaning. Christmas becomes the gift; its meaning apart from gifts,
photo-opportunities, TV images, drink and food opportunities shrivels to almost
nothing. What makes you a mother is not having had a baby but the fact that you
shop at a specialist shop called Mothercare. The wedding ring and paraphernalia
procured from a shop called Pronuptia become the marriage. Disneyland is the
photographs and merchandise one brings back. Ultimately Christmas, marriages,
Disneyland and the other institutions of postmodern society become photo-
opportunities, object-opportunities, spending-opportunities and little else. 

New-wave Advertising

The names adopted by rock bands, seemingly laden with meaning, yet ultimately
completely meaningless, highlight Baudrillard’s notion of the arbitrariness of the
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sign. They are entirely self-referential, making no attempt at signification or
classification, their only point being to make a temporary impact on our con-
sciousness, without getting lost in the general clamour of which they are but an
infinitesimal part. The same can be said of the postmodern advertisements that
have become common since the 1980s. These advertisements, pioneered by a
number of new advertising agencies that challenged the functional and pragmatic
approaches of the older more traditional agencies, eschewed both hard-sell and
soft-sell approaches in favour of images and compositions from which ‘selling’ is
effectively banned (see Davidson, 1992; Lee, 1993a; Lury, 1994; Lury, 1996, 2004;
Twitchell, 1999; Wernick, 1991). Instead of appealing to our reason or to our emo-
tions, such advertising, along with other postmodern artefacts, celebrates visual
images, ‘decontextualising “great” works of art and established aesthetic conven-
tions, raiding the iconographies of religious beliefs and political struggles, or
incorporating the forms of other cultures into its own discursive frame and for its
own ends’ (Lee, 1993a: 149).

Many of these advertisements are intertextual, openly borrowing text or ideas
from other advertisements and adding a twist. Alternatively, they are reflexive,
being essentially advertisements about advertising. ‘Aren’t conventional ads a bore’,
they seem to say. ‘Do they not treat consumers like dullards, presuming to manip-
ulate their choices through silly images and naive stories. Now we know that you
would not fall for such crude tricks, would you? In fact, we know that you cannot
be manipulated at all. You are cool, sophisticated. So, let’s forget about us selling
you a product. Forget about the product altogether. Let’s have some fun together.’
Such is the message of this new generation of advertisements. Fun assumes the form
of a joke, a pun, a parody of a competitor’s advertisement or product, a puzzle, a
guilty pleasure or the breaking of a taboo. Such fun undoubtedly creates a degree of
solidarity between the advertiser and the reader/viewer based on a shared sense of
non-conformism, cleverness, originality, rebelliousness. A conspiracy is sometimes
orchestrated between clever advertiser and smart consumer at the expense of sup-
posedly dull advertisers, dumb consumers, or even the very manufacturer who is
paying for the commercial. Whether consumers are flattered by such treatment and
whether they appropriate the positive qualities residing in the hyper-text are as
questionable as whether such advertisements help sell products at all. 

According to Davidson (1992), these advertisements tell no story about a prod-
uct; their stories are at best about themselves and those who conceived them, at
worst they would seem to have no story at all. They are pure signs without mean-
ing, signs that almost coincidentally collide with ‘products’ (that are themselves
but signs) only to destroy them, part of the ‘hyper-real’ world of the mass media,
which in Baudrillard’s later arguments completely defines the ‘real’ world. In the
hyper-real world, everything mutates into everything else, all is image, appear-
ance and simulation. The TV soap opera is more real than the viewers’ own per-
sonal reality, the brand is more real than the product. In this hyper-real world, the
consumer is no longer a communicator, nor are commodities sign-values. The
consumer becomes a Pavlovian dog salivating mechanically at the sight of simple
images, his or her emotions are conditioned responses to the sight of brands.
Communication dissolves into seduction.

Baudrillard’s insights unlock some of the mysteries and mystifications of
modern advertising, mass media and communications, pointing at a very real crisis
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of meanings and signification. They highlight the fragility of systems of signification
that are built around seemingly solid objects. They also act as a constant reminder
that when we believe that we are most aware that we know what is going on, that
we have objective, up-to-the-minute information from CNN, the BBC and other
media organizations, we are in fact being transported in a world of special effects,
simulations and virtual reality (see, for example, Baudrillard’s discussions of the
Gulf War as a consumer spectacle (Baudrillard and Gane, 1993)). At the same
time, one cannot escape the impression that Baudrillard’s views on the omnipo-
tence of modern media, their ability to shift signs and signifiers, to define reality
and to destroy meaning, these are the products of one fixated on the mass media,
living through the media and ultimately becoming himself part of the hyper-real
world which alone interests him. ‘I live in the virtual. Send me into the real, and
I don’t know what to do’ (Baudrillard and Gane, 1993: 188), was Baudrillard’s
response to an offer to go the Gulf and see for himself what was going on during
that War.

Even if a good deal of modern consumption unfolds in the realm of virtual
reality, simulations and make-belief, Baudrillard underestimates the consumers’
ability to alter rather than just receive and carry messages. It may be quite true
that everyday reality is cluttered by the noise of commodities, signs and images,
yet most of us have learned to ignore much of this noise, screen it out and live
with it, just as we can enjoy listening to music over the noise that surrounds it.
We also learn to experiment with objects, to try them in different ways, and dis-
cover meanings in the uses we find for them. As de Certeau (1984) has argued,
through makeshift arrangements and creative combinations of objects, we learn
both to discard the spurious significations of the media and to redefine objects,
replenishing them with meanings and significations. (See Chapter 8, ‘The Con-
sumer as Rebel’.) Advertising agencies today are only too aware how deft consumers
have become at subverting some sign-values, ridiculing others or appropriating
others for the ‘wrong’ purposes. 

In addition, Baudrillard simply disregards those areas of consumption which
are rooted in the functional qualities of goods. A washing-machine is after all a
device for washing clothes, and one can hardly imagine doing without if one can
afford it, sign-value or no sign-value. Many of the ordinary, unbranded, quiet,
unobtrusive objects that surround us never seem to quit the mundane realms of
the real for the fantasy world of simulations. And even when they become fan-
tasy objects, they are just as likely to take on the robust cultural symbolic quali-
ties highlighted by Douglas (a Valentine card stands for romantic love and roast
turkey for Christmas) than the volatile, nervous and transient qualities of the
hyper-real.

In Conclusion

Consumption as communication opens numerous windows into our relations to
the physical objects that surround us and the ways we use these objects to express
meanings, feelings and social distinctions. This approach can account for the
seemingly endless and absurd variety of products that we seek and use, without
resorting to tautologies regarding the use-values of such objects or reducing every-
thing to greed. Once we recognize that goods tell stories, that these stories
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resonate with symbolism and express meanings that cannot be expressed effectively
through language, consumption becomes strangely re-humanized. Even irrational,
absurd consumption, can be seen as a muddled, ambiguous, contested but ulti-
mately sensical activity, rather than a zombie-like delirium. This is part of being
human. Consider the following example from everyday experience:

I am looking at a kitchen-gadget, described on its package as an olive/cherry
pip remover. It is a shining stainless steel contraption, a cousin to that other
object which can be found in many kitchens, the garlic crusher. To describe this
object as useful would be simply absurd. As a cooking implement, the object is
an insult to my intelligence. As an object for which money was paid, it is an insult
to my sense of thrift and economy. As an object for that natural resources were
used up, to manufacture it, package it, transport it and display it, it is an affront
to my ‘green’ conscience. As an object that clutters my already over-full kitchen
drawers, it is a nuisance. Dear old Marcuse might have seen this object as evi-
dence of the spiritual bankruptcy of modern culture and the alienation of the
consumer. From most points of view, this is exactly the kind of object I abhor. 

Yet, my feelings towards it are tempered, once communication is brought into
the picture. This olive/cherry pip remover was a present from a friend, who may
have meant it as a joke (and a rather good one to someone who thinks he knows
all there is to know about olives) or as a compliment of my cooking skills. Come
to think about it, several friends have offered me kitchen gadgets over the years.
It is possible that my friend might have been lured into buying this object by its
claim to make a fine gift ‘for the cook who has everything’; or more simply, my
friend might have wanted to share a laugh with me at the expense of a plainly
ridiculous object, whose uselessness is evident to all. In any event, the object
resolved my friend’s aporia, the difficulty of expressing something in words. It
was not the perfect gift, I shall not be using it very much, nor will it become a
permanent feature of my identity, but I do not reproach my friend for giving it
me. I too have succumbed to the temptation of buying silly presents to friends,
expecting a degree of clemency in their reading of them. A bit like a joke, which
though not very funny, serves its purpose.

The point of this example is to show how objects can be useful as communicative
devices. In this way, the idea of usefulness is brought very close to that of com-
municating meaning. For many objects, use has always involved communication.
This applies not only to purely decorative objects with no proclaimed func-
tional purposes or to objects that will serve as media in communication (such as
telephones, television sets), but also to a class of largely functional objects whose
mere display may forestall their physical use. Weapons, guard dogs and burglar
alarms (including fake ones), for instance, can be useful without actually being
used, for their deterrent effect, which is achieved through communication. In a
similar way, the olive/cherry pip remover was useful as a gift, even if I can never
envisage using it.

In spite of its remarkable ability to explain numerous aspects of consumption,
the image of consumer as communicator presents only a partial picture of con-
sumption. Gifts, status symbols, fashion and branded goods, designer products
and goods that are self-consciously displayed, these are objects for which it seems
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tailor-made. For goods which are consumed without fuss, in privacy, it is less
illuminating. The idea of self-gifts, which turns personal consumption into part
of self-dialogue, seems more like an excuse or rationalization for behaviour rather
than an explanation of it. The fact that an object can equally be a self-reward
for success or a consolation for failure would support this scepticism. Unless
we accept unconditionally Baudrillard’s challenge and provocation, a hyper-real
world of simulations and mirages, of fleeting signifiers and black holes of meaning,
it is not clear from the idea of consumer as communicator why objects that require
payment have such unique significance in our lives, what drives our desire for them
and why we need excuses for purchasing them. Unlike myths, with which we
argued commodities have much in common as carriers of symbolism, the resonance
of most objects that were once desired and subsequently purchased fades away
quickly. The image of consumer as communicator simply fails to account either for
the kick we get when we acquire a new and much longed-for commodity or for the
frequent disappointment we feel for yesterday’s purchases. The portrait of the con-
sumer we next move to, that which portrays the consumer as explorer, holds the
promise of insights into these excitements and disappointments.
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A GUMENTS
Under the rule of consumerism, cities and countryside become domi-
nated by cathedrals of consumption, such as theme parks, shopping
malls, casinos, tourist resorts and attractions, sporting venues and
museums. These are spaces that consumers are invited to explore for
new products and new experiences, with which to create meaning in
their lives. Different quests go on in these sites – quests for bargains,
quests for difference and even quests for spiritual fulfilment. In the last
decade, the Internet has become an additional vast arena for consumer
explorations, turning the home into a temple of consumption in its own
right. 

CHAPTER 4
The Consumer as Explorer

When you start on your way to Ithaca,
then pray that the road is long,
full of adventure, full of knowledge.

…

Stop at Phoenician markets,
and purchase fine merchandise,
mother-of-pearl and corals, amber and ebony,
and delicious perfumes of all kinds.

…

And if you find her poor, Ithaca has not deceived you,
With the wisdom you have gained, with so much experience,
you have surely understood what Ithacas mean.

Kavafis, ‘Ithaca’ 
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The Consumer as Explorer 65

Who could fail to experience the eternal fascination of exotic markets, their
strange displays, their unfamiliar smells and sights, their mystifying rituals

of coaxing, bargaining and bluffing? There are no signs anywhere around you,
no empty Marlborough packets, no Coca-Cola logos on refrigerated displays.
American Express is not known here. These markets are ageless, chance alone has
taken you there. You are surrounded by unfamiliar things; or familiar things in
unfamiliar guises, at unfamiliar prices. These are not generally friendly places.
Excitement is mixed with danger. Are things what they appear to be? Is the amber
real or might it be a clever plastic imitation? Would you be taken for a ride if you
paid the asking price for a local wood-carving? And what would it look like back
in your house, miles away from its siblings and forced to mix with your other
valuable possessions? A good topic of conversation or an eyesore? 

Now picture yourself in a shopping mall, not perhaps the one you visit regu-
larly whose features you know well, but one slightly less familiar. It may have
been purpose-built or it may be housed in an old canning factory or a converted
and ‘preserved’ warehouse. This too is a place to explore, a place to discover, but
it is certainly more user-friendly. This is a space that has been designed for explo-
ration. An invisible hand has planned everything for your delectation. The reas-
suring quality of its anchor supermarket at one end, the familiar array of
boutiques next to the intriguing shop selling Peruvian parrots and Colombian
hammocks, the bars, the restaurants, the soft background music, the discreet
lighting, the comfortable climatization, the instantly meaningful signs – this is a
synthetic oasis, and none the less stimulating for being designed with people like
you in mind. It is a clean, genial, graffiti-free space, where a cultural oxymoron
can be acted out, relaxed exploration. There are no worries here, no pushy sales-
men, no invisible pickpockets, goods have fixed price-tags and are covered by legi-
slation aimed at protecting consumers. If you run short of cash, plastic money is
welcome. To be sure, this is a fantasy world; it brings exotica to the consumer
instead of taking the consumer to the exotic. Yet it is a space of exploration. 

Exploring and shopping have become one. Bargain hunting, discovering new
lines, new fashions, new ‘product ideas’ and new forms of fun; these are all part
of the excitement of shopping. But exploration can begin before you leave your
home; it can take place in a relaxed, poised manner, merely flicking the pages of
glossy magazines, brimming with new ideas for entertaining guests, decorating
your home or stimulating your partner (Barthes, 1973: 86). You can explore the
lives of the rich and famous, study the interior of their houses and scrutinize
every particle of their face. You can savour dream-like cuisine and be transported
to magical places, hardly needing to leave your armchair or strain your purse.
Tele-shopping hopes to bring the excitement of high-street exploration into your
own home. The Internet has opened up unprecedented possibilities of explo-
ration, not restricted to shopping. The ‘Internet Explorer’ is, of course, Microsoft’s®
aptly named web-browser, which promises to carry you into new worlds, con-
verting a simple mouse click into the key that unlocks them. 

Alternatively, you may join the armies of energetic explorers, travel to distant
places and fill your bags with souvenirs and your camera with digital images. Or
you may explore the latest changes in your own high street’s array of shops, win-
dow displays, signs and street life. Whether we envisage the consumer browsing
a magazine or touring, it is hard to imagine consumption without exploration or
exploration without consumption.
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This chapter looks at contemporary consumers as explorers of goods, market-
places and signs. We examine the curiosity that is manifest in the act of shopping
in all its diversity and the quest for novelty that drives some of our consuming
behaviour. Some of the approaches we introduce may seem far-fetched and
removed from the world of mundane day-to-day consumption. They lend them-
selves to easy ridicule as hopelessly indulgent and middle-class, oblivious to the
world of poverty and privation, as portrayed by analysts like Townsend (1993;
Townsend and Gordon, 2002), Mack and Lansley (1985) and Seabrook (1985).
Nevertheless, the image of the consumer as explorer was implicit in much of the
work on consumption done by cultural theorists since the 1980s. It also inspired
an entire generation of retailers and their designers, who sought to transform
shopping areas, from hypermarkets to boutiques, into terrains of exploration. By
making explicit what has hitherto been implicit, that is, the view of the consumer
driven by insatiable curiosity, we seek to highlight both the strengths and, later,
the serious deficiencies of these approaches. 

Bargain Hunting

Exploration takes many forms. Bargain hunting is perhaps the most evident. Even
unfamiliar foreign markets may contain goods that can easily be obtained ‘back
home’, though perhaps at different prices. Prices exercise undoubtedly a strange
fascination on consumers. How is it possible that exactly the same item of cloth-
ing, the same bar of chocolate, the same shampoo, can cost different amounts in
different shops? How is it possible that exactly the same train journey can incur
dozens of different fares? How can the price of an electronic toy be halved in less
than a year? Or for a pack of four DVDs to retail for less than a pack of three iden-
tical DVDs on display in the same shop? Not for nothing did Marx argue in his
concept of commodity fetishism that commodities assume mystical qualities,
long before marketers adopted pricing as one of the four Ps (the others being
product, place and people) of their métier and decided to make these things still
more confusing. 

In spite of the growth of non-utilitarian, esoteric advertising, words like ‘free’,
‘extra’, ‘more’, ‘value’, ‘savings’ and, above all, ‘bargain’ dominate numerous com-
mercials. What is a bargain? Clearly a bargain is in the first place quality at low
price; good value for money. But this cannot make bargains the subject of a hunt,
or fuel the kind of fever that is generated by the sales of large department stores, let
alone explain the joy and delight generated by the discovery of a bargain, which
parallels that of discovering a secret or sharing a good joke. Dry beans may repre-
sent excellent value for money, especially if value is defined in nutritional terms,
though they could hardly be described as a bargain. Conversely, discovering a
designer scarf at half its normal price may seem like a great bargain, even if the last
thing you want is another scarf. A free bottle of champagne with every dozen you
buy can look irresistible. Bargain hunting has little to do with sound management
of household budgets and more to do with discovering a secret, which few may
share, a secret of getting something for nothing, in a world where everything has
to be paid for. For years immemorial, the secret of commerce has been spotting bar-
gains, buying cheap and selling dear. Whole areas of trade, from antiques to houses,
and from second-hand cars to coin or stamp collections are driven by the craving
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for bargains. The discovery of a bargain performs great services to our self-esteem.
It is not uncommon for individuals to fashion their identities around their
uncanny ability to spot bargains and take advantage of them. Their exploits are
often recounted to others (who may feel bored to tears or, alternatively, envious at
having missed an opportunity) and embroidered for greater effect, while the spoils
of their adventures are displayed with considerable pride.

While much energy and money is spent by advertisers to inform consumers of
the bargains on offer, it seems to us that, like secrets, bargains cannot be known
to everybody. Nor can a shop or a retailer be perceived to make a living by always
offering bargains, although particular shops may become well known as bargain-
hunting terrains. A discounted Italian designer suit may be a bargain, a cheap suit
is not. Looking for a bargain then, is not the same as looking for value for money.
It is more like looking for opportunities to discover anomalies in the market and
take advantage of them. The bargain spotter is akin to a trickster figure who exposes
fissures in the system and triumphs against its dictates through cunning and
opportunism. Bargain hunters are not always solitary creatures. Informal net-
works of information exist through which individuals can share their discoveries
with friends and neighbours (Lang and Raven, 1994). Finding a bargain marks the
triumph of opportunism, like scoring an undeserved goal, which is all the sweeter
for being undeserved.

A Duty to Explore?

It is paradoxical that bargain hunting, which is central to value-for-money con-
sumerism and to consumer advocacy (see Chapter 9, ‘The Consumer as Activist’),
has attracted limited attention in studies of consumption (Cox et al., 2005; Furnham
and Okamura, 1999; Tatzel, 2002). Economists, in particular, have been reproached
for ignoring curiosity as one of the consumer’s motives. Scitovsky, one of the few
economists who has introduced the concept of exploration in the discussion of
modern consumption, has criticized other economists for failing to recognize 

that most important motive force of behavior, including consumer behavior – man’s yearn-
ing for novelty, his desire to know the unknown. The yearning for new things and ideas is
the source of all progress, all civilization; to ignore it as a source of satisfaction is surely
wrong. (Scitovsky, 1976: 11) 

By contrast, however, curiosity was a notion of considerable interest in cultural
theory circles, coupled with the idea of difference. When applied to the study of
consumption, these generated immense excitement: the consumers’ quests for
new pleasures, new meanings and even new identities, through tiny differences
in what they purchased, through their sorties to the market, were endlessly
probed. Today’s Western consumer is constantly exhorted to savour new tastes, to
discover new pleasures and to explore new worlds. As Baudrillard, a major figure
in this trend, noted:

the modern consumer, the modern citizen, cannot evade the constraint of happiness and
pleasure, which in the new ethics is equivalent to the traditional constraint of labor and pro-
duction. ... He must constantly be ready to actualize all of his potential, all of his capacity for
consumption. If he forgets, he will be gently reminded that he has no right not to be happy.
He is therefore not passive: he is engaged, and must be engaged, in continuous activity.
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Otherwise he runs the risk of being satisfied with what he has and of becoming asocial. A
universal curiosity (a concept to be exploited) has as a consequence been reawakened in the
areas of cuisine, culture, science, religion, sexuality etc. (Baudrillard, 1988b[1970]: 48)

Being true to oneself as a consumer means being eager to browse and to explore.
A vast number of consumer products, ranging from books, magazines, DVDs and
films, to holiday packages, have materialized arousing consumer curiosities, excit-
ing them, nurturing them and satisfying them. Newspapers are filled with curio-
sity features, exotic places, exotic cuisines, exotic people, and so on ‘I don’t like
travelling’ is an instant conversation stopper at parties, just as ‘I don’t have a TV’
can be an instant conversation starter! The local grocery store has been meta-
morphosed into the hypermarket, which may stock up to 40,000 different items.
This jungle of consumption offers a bewildering array of goods, whose prices,
packages, sizes, formats and names, to say nothing of contents, are constantly
changing. Thus, shopping for groceries turns from a habit or a rational choice into
an exploration (see Chapter 2, ‘The Consumer as Chooser’).

Consumer explorations are not searches into deep unknowns, inner or outer.
Instead they are explorations of minute variations, of infinitesimal idiosyncrasies
of style, products, brands, signs and meanings. This type of exploration is the dis-
course of difference, the discovery of difference, the establishing of difference and
the appropriation of difference. Even modest bargain hunting is a quest of a cer-
tain type of difference (that is, to be the person who spots the bargain) and the
reading of meaning into this difference. 

The Quest for Difference

Images of consumers as explorers, restless and impatient, driven by insatiable
curiosity, constantly looking for difference, underscore the ideas of numerous
prominent cultural theorists, including Bourdieu, Bauman, Featherstone, McCracken
and the early Baudrillard. Reekie argues:

shopping appears to have undergone re-skilling, from a management task defined by the shop-
per’s ability to select ‘bargains’ (or quality at low cost), to a creative task defined by the shop-
per’s ability to locate unusual, unstandardized or personalized goods. (Reekie, 1992: 190) 

Difference drives the modern consumer, argues Baudrillard, effectively obliterat-
ing the concept of needs that can be satisfied through material objects, since ‘a
need is not a need for a particular object as much as it is a “need” for difference
(the desire for social meaning)’ (Baudrillard, 1988b[1970]: 45).

Consumer explorations routinely assume this form of a quest for difference. It
is not surprising, then, that even our local mall, our local supermarket and our
local high street can be places of exploration, where the consumer pursues differ-
ence, just like the primitive huntsman pursues his prey (Ginzburg, 1980). And just
like the primitive huntsman, the consumer/explorer is avidly and restlessly look-
ing for tiny clues and disturbances for signs that a new fashion may be about
to explode on the scene, that a new pleasure has been discovered or that a new
signifier has been born. 

The quest for difference has all the compulsive qualities of the ‘Spot the
Difference’ game, something that manufacturers and advertisers have long
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appreciated. The consumer is presented with countless puzzles to unlock, countless
catches to decode, countless knots to untie. Examples of semiotic puzzles include:

• misspelt words or brand-names;
• puns, word games, double entendres or innuendoes, especially in advertise-

ments and corporate logos;
• unpronounceable words, especially in brand names;
• ambiguous newspaper headlines;
• advertisements that do not display the name of a brand or conceal the prod-

uct in a collage of images.

The current trend among some car manufacturers, following BMW, of not mark-
ing their products with prestigious model signs is another play on difference. To
the ‘untrained’ eye, two cars may seem identical, yet, to the connoisseur, tiny details
of trim reveal enormous differences in price, specification and prestige. Such
devices highlight the importance of the minuscule, heighten the consumer’s state
of alertness, provoke curiosity and reward perseverance. 

Freud’s concept of the ‘narcissism of minor differences’ captures well the sym-
bolic and emotional importance of tiny details, especially when they distinguish
social groups and individuals that are geographically and socially close to each
other (Freud, 1985a[1921], 1985b[1930]). In such situations, group members are
held together not by the force of shared ideals and powerful leadership, but rather
through the signs that differentiate them from their immediate neighbours. It is
to those little badges, emblems and colours that the group’s and the individual’s
self-esteem become, as Freud would put it, condensed. Postmodern theorists
would say that they act as metonymies for the group (Culler, 1981). Under the
regime of the narcissism of minor differences, signs become essential differences
and, therefore, essences. This is how small differences become big differences.
Being able to read such differences is vital, since these differences become sources
of in-group solidarity and out-group hostility. In this way, supporters of a football
team reserve the highest hostility for supporters of the team based in a neigh-
bouring part of the same town (Gabriel, 1999). Local accents, slang, anecdotes,
badges, stories, myths and folklore can also provide similarly charged symbolic
differences, as can consumer products. In this way, clothes, watches, CDs, shoes,
cars, bikes and other visible products offer the symbolic means of self-identification
through which individuals align themselves emotionally with those sharing their
lifestyles, forming what Maffesoli aptly described as ‘neo-tribes’ (Maffesoli, 1995).
These neo-tribes are transient and volatile, mutating and cross-fertilizing, but
they are a reliable source of narcissistic satisfaction for their ‘members’. 

Being able to identify and decode what to others may be imperceptible differ-
ences between products, solving those semiotic puzzles that either defeat or escape
others, gives people a sense of uniqueness. In this way, they can become sources of
narcissistic pleasure, similar to the pleasures of people who solve the New York Times
crossword puzzle before breakfast or hack their way into any secure computer for
the thrill of unlocking what is seemingly impregnable. This may explain the com-
pulsive puzzle-solving responses generated by unmarked products, cryptic adver-
tisements, unorthodox hairstyles and other mildly unusual signs of difference. The
ability to decipher such signs, as well as a selection of the signs themselves, are
incorporated in the consumers’ idealized images of themselves (what Freud calls
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‘egos-ideals’ (Freud, 1985a[1921]) which fuel their further explorations. Being
street-wise means being able to recognize instantly signs like those above.

If Freudian theory may indicate that narcissism is the fuel of the individual’s
quest for difference and compulsive puzzle-solving, Simmel’s trickle-down hypoth-
esis (see Chapter 3, ‘The Consumer as Communicator’) offers an interesting soci-
ological parallel, linking these phenomena with the impersonal qualities of
modern urban life and the decline of traditional fixed status markers. For Simmel
(as indeed for Veblen), consumption turns into an arena for status explorations,
where subordinate groups constantly seek to imitate the consumption patterns of
superordinate groups, which, in turn, strive to differentiate themselves by adopt-
ing new fashions and generating new status markers. Imitation and differentia-
tion act as a motor for social change. Discovering difference, becoming different
and discovering ways of becoming different are all, in Simmel’s view, responses to
the pervasive indifference of urban cultures. 

This leads ultimately to the strangest eccentricities, to specifically metropolitan extrava-
gances of self-distantiation, of caprice, of fastidiousness, the meaning of which is no longer
to be found in the content of such activity itself but rather in its being a form of ‘being
different’ – of making oneself noticeable. (Simmel, 1971[1903]: 331)

In this remarkable passage, which anticipates the concept of ‘cool’ as well as the-
ories of free-floating signifiers, Simmel captures two important themes; first, that
consumers set interpretative puzzles for each other so that manufacturers and
advertisers may be seen merely as riding rather than causing this tendency; and,
second, that difference is not a fact, but a way of looking. When consumers are
looking for difference, they are in effect looking for different ways of looking.
Whether or not two pairs of trousers are alike or different has less to do with the
qualities of the trousers themselves than with the meanings attached to them by
different groups. A pair of jeans may stand out from an ocean of grey suits; a pair
of bleached jeans may stand out from a sea of jeans; a pair of torn and bleached
jeans may stand out from the rest, … only to the practised eye. In this way, ‘decod-
ing the minutiae of distinctions in dress, house, furnishing, leisure lifestyles and
equipment’ (Featherstone, quoted in Tomlinson, 1990: 21) turns into a compulsion
for all of us. It is because we strive for difference that we become compulsive ‘read-
ers of signs’, experimenting with different interpretations.

The shopping space becomes a jungle of signs and symbols where products
and people alike seek to present themselves as, what the marketers would call,
‘unique selling propositions’. Shoppers are at once explorers and explored. New
shopping design incorporates the shoppers as part of the adventure, as they try
different clothes, stare at themselves in mirrors, or simply display their enigmatic
hairstyles, clothes or ‘looks’ (Nixon, 1992). 

Shopping is ... adventure, safari, carnival, and contains unexpected ‘risks’ in what you may find
and who you may meet. It is a kind of self-discovery. And by its very nature it possesses
theatricality: one dresses up to go out and one shops to acquire the new persona, to modify
the old one or to perfect the setting in which one is seen and known. (Clammer, 1992: 203–4)

Consumption sites such as theme parks, cruise ships, casinos, tourist resorts,
hotels, restaurants and, above all, shopping malls, are referred to as ‘cathedrals of
consumption’byGeorgeRitzer to indicate theirquasi-religious, enchantedqualities.
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Ritzer (1999) views them as the core institutions of late modernity, which have
redefined the nature of society. The great sociologists of modernity, including
Weber and Durkheim, emphasized its rationalizing qualities that dissolve tradi-
tional elements, such as superstition, myth and folklore. Ritzer argues that where
modernity led to a Weberian ‘disenchantment of the world’, a stripping away of
myth, folklore and fantasy, late modernity reintroduces these into social life
through ‘hyper-consumption’, mass festivals of consumption taking place in its
spiritual homes, the cathedrals. Ritzer’s central thesis is that contemporary man-
agement sets its eyes firmly not on the toiling worker, but on the fantasizing con-
sumer. What management does is to furnish, in a highly rationalized manner, an
endless stream of consumable fantasies inviting consumers to pick and choose,
thus creating the possibility of re-enchanting a disenchanted world through mass
festivals in the new cathedrals of consumption. 

Ritzer offers prodigious illustrations of the ways in which consumption is con-
stantly promoted, enhanced and controlled in these new settings, not so much
through direct advertising, as through indirect means such as spatial arrangements,
uses of language, festivals, simulations and extravaganzas, as well as the cross-
fertilization (‘implosion’) of products and images. Above all, consumption gradually
colonizes every public and private domain of social life, which become saturated
with fantasizing, spending and discarding opportunities. Thus, schools, universities
and hospitals are converted from sober, utilitarian institutions into main terrains of
consumption, treating their constituents as customers, offering them a profusion of
merchandise and indulging their fantasies and caprices. Hyper-consumption is a
state of affairs where every social experience is mediated by market mechanisms.

Before Ritzer adopted it as the centre point of his argument, the first edition of
this book described the term ‘cathedral of consumption’ as a hackneyed metaphor.
Some have ridiculed the idea that shopping (and web-shopping) can be spiritual
experiences akin to visiting a real cathedral. Given the arrant materialism of con-
temporary consumption, to describe it as a spiritual experience may indeed be
stretching the meaning of words to the point of meaninglessness. All the same,
we should not forget that places of worship have long been places of trade and
that promises of spiritual salvation have often come at a material cost. Remember
Christ wielding the whip as he drove the money changers from the temple and
overturned their tables ( John 2:14 & 15).

One particular cathedral of consumption with pronounced religious and spir-
itual qualities is the re-invented football stadium. Stadiums like Bernabeu, Neu
Camp, San Siro, Old Trafford and Stanford Bridge have become sites where foot-
ballers are accorded demi-god status among delirious fans, where watching the
intricacies of the game on the field assumes secondary importance to the spiritual
union with other fans, especially in the presence of evil, embodied by the sup-
porters of the opposing team (Edge, 1999; Eyre, 1997). Touching the players as
they emerge from the tunnel or even appearing in a television shot with a player
taking a corner kick becomes tantamount to coming close to god. At the same
time, these spaces are very much spaces of consumption where a bewildering
array of merchandise is available. Some of this, including a wide variety of clothes,
shoes and trinkets, may be linked to the football team but others, such as food
and drink, games, toys and so forth promote synergistic brands that are absorbed
by association in the fans’ spiritual experience.
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Ritzer may be overstating the enchanted qualities of contemporary consump-
tion, although if we view cathedrals as spaces of inner exploration as well as outer,
as places, in other words, where novel experiences are to be had and new selves
fashioned, the parallel between cathedrals of old and the consumption temples of
today may not be far-fetched. Where the religious ascetics and visionaries may
seek enlightenment in fasting, self-denial and faith, today’s consumers may be
seen as seeking to explore their own limits, physical, psychological and spiritual,
through extreme experiences, induced by travel, drugs and spectacle. As Kyrtatas
(2004) has suggested, spirituality today may be discovering new homes in tourist
destinations, theme parks and all those earthly paradises that have replaced the
great one in heaven.

Not that the theme parks, malls and redesigned department stores are the only
spaces of consumer exploration and discovery. Browsing at ‘exciting new titles’
from academic book catalogues one notices that many of these ‘titles’ present
little semiotic puzzles to be deciphered, such as puns, metaphors, paradoxes,
oxymora, caricatures, or, most commonly, spoofs on famous titles. The books’
covers are equally exciting and inviting. Collages, distorted photographs, parodies
of famous images, decontextualized cuttings all help to create the feeling that not
only is the catalogue a space to be explored, but each book is itself a little mys-
tery, having an utterly unique and personal story to tell. It easy to regard these
qualities as uniquely 1980s’ consumption phenomena. They have in fact been the
hallmark of consumerism since its early phase, whether in Parisian department
stores (Williams, 1982), the Army and Navy stores throughout the British Empire
or the famous Sears catalogue to US homesteaders since the turn of the century.
Whether looking at goods directly or through their images in catalogues, con-
temporary consumers are constantly invited to become explorers of differences.

Goods and their Stories

Just like goods in the catalogue, so too do other consumer objects cry out loudly
that they have their own personal stories to tell (see Chapter 3, ‘The Consumer as
Communicator’). The consumer as expert semiotician can disentangle the voices
of the different objects, and quickly reads the clues about their stories in their
appearance, their name, their packaging, their relationships and, unnoticed to
postmodern thinkers, their prices. If, as Baudrillard argues, commodities are ‘sign-
values’ rather than use-values, price is an important aspect of the story which
they tell. For example:

• ‘I am pricey, I know it and I invite you to find out for yourself if I am worth it.’
• ‘I offer no-nonsense value for money; I may look plain, but if you choose me

you will receive loyal and reliable service.’ 
• ‘I am really inexpensive, but what do you lose by trying me?’ 
• ‘I look pricey, but I am not really.’

Of course, price is by no means the only feature of goods which tells a story. The
story told by a shampoo or a motor-cycle is fashioned by numerous other features
as well: brand name, packaging, advertisers’ images for the product, the images of
people displaying or using the product, the images of those who eschew it, the
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images of other products with which it is associated or against which it competes.
All these things and many others shape the stories told by a particular commodity.
Consumers listen to these stories and make their own decisions about the products.
Some goods are quickly discarded as boring, uncool, poor imitations of the ‘real
thing’, sheep in wolves’ clothes, phoney, unfashionable. Others, are appreciated as
clever challenges, for example, a witty advertisement, an amusing package, a clever
spoof on an existing product or an imaginative new product idea. Being phoney does
not necessarily diminish a product in the eyes of today’s consumer, if it can be inter-
preted as an imaginative, cheeky or defiant simulation rather than as an inferior
copy, seeking to conceal its inferiority or the fact that it is a copy. Such products may
generate a desire to acquire them, not because their stories are untold to the
prospective purchaser, but because they can provide semiotic tests to others. Will
they be able to ‘read’ them, or will they be fooled by them? We go exploring for such
objects, which will serve as puzzles that we enjoy setting for others. 

There is another category of objects that appear more reluctant to reveal their
story to potential buyers. Such objects are either difficult to decode so long as they
are not owned, or stimulate curiosity about, for example, the truthfulness of their
claims. The resistance offered by these objects increases their aura and stimulates
desire. They seem to cry out for further exploration, an exploration that cannot
proceed unless the consumer can get them, either by paying for them, borrowing
them or by ‘liberating’ them from their ownerless state (see discussion of shop-
lifting in Chapter 8 ‘The Consumer as Rebel’). A new arrival on a supermarket
shelf or a sealed cartridge with a computer game act in this manner. 

Such objects cannot be fully consumed, that is, tell their full story, unless the
consumer can make them his or her own and appropriate them. Objects that
require no payment seem hardly worth exploring; their value in the eyes of the
consumer is reduced, the quality of the exploration is diminished in his or her
own eyes. How unalluring are the various free newspapers that are dispensed
through our letter-boxes; how unexciting the various experiences on offer ‘for
free’; how insipid the water that comes out of our taps when compared to the
sparkling glamour that pours out of a delicately tinted bottle that we have paid
for! Notice that ‘something for free’ is not at all the same as ‘something for noth-
ing’ which, as we saw, is the trademark of the true bargain. If the bargain repre-
sents a little symbolic triumph at the expense of the system, free handouts carry
many of the dreary marks of philanthropy, the dispensation of second-hand or
second-rate goods with a symbolic or moral catch. Payment, then, is far from inci-
dental to consumer explorations. Paying for a product signals the start of a new
phase of exploration, the exploration of the owned object. Think of the excite-
ment of bringing a new acquisition back from the shop or of receiving an order
in the morning’s mail. What will the new armchair look like in your sitting room?
How will the new CD player perform with your amplifier? What will the new
blouse look like with your green skirt? 

The Careers of Objects

Once an object has been paid for, rented or stolen, safely tucked away inside a
bag, it begins a new life as an object of consumer exploration; this life can assume
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several different twists. Many authors have commented on the tendency of
objects to disappoint once they have been paid for and numerous explanations
of this phenomenon have been offered (Baudrillard, 1988a[1968]; Bocock, 1993;
Campbell, 1989; Galbraith, 1967; McCracken, 1988). In these instances, the con-
sumer finds that the object has no story to tell, no secret to reveal. Like Kavafis’s
poem ‘Ithaca’ it has no special magic of its own. Its promise is the journey, not
the final destination. Such objects lose their charm instantly and sink into an
anonymous existence, forgotten at the bottom of a drawer or quickly discarded in
a dustbin. Occasionally, they may be rediscovered, as gifts to someone who unac-
countably values them, as items of kitsch value, as antiques or even as souvenirs
of one’s consumer follies. Many end up in charity shops and jumble sales, where
they can be discovered as bargains and start new careers.

Consumers may or may not feel cheated at such inglorious turns of events (see
Chapter 7, ‘The Consumer as Victim’). What is interesting is the extent to which
they are prepared to weather disappointments; after all, exploration is full of
dead-ends, and if they paid good money for what turned out to be quite ordinary
or a dud, so be it; perhaps the price was worth paying for the satisfaction of know-
ing that the product was quite ordinary. Sometimes disappointment is swift. There
are instances, however, where the consumer stubbornly refuses to relinquish faith
in a product, against considerable evidence to the contrary as illustrated by the
following experience. 

I remember purchasing what had seemed like a marvellous Italian motor-car,
much to the amusement of my friends and relatives who teased me endlessly
about the car’s poor reputation for reliability and its general ‘tackiness’. No
matter. Since my childhood this make of car, famous for its sweetly purring
engine, had held an overwhelming fascination for me. It did not take long for
me to realize that every allegation against the car was true, as hardly a week
went by without the car needing garage attention. The story told by the car was
very different from the one I was longing to hear. Yet, the car’s aura refused to
wane. Each time I took it to be repaired, I thought it would be the last visit, the
one that would finally get the car back into full health. This was no love–hate
relationship; it was straightforward love. I was prepared to forgive the car its
every misbehaviour, as one forgives a pampered child. It took me fully 18
months before I was willing to recognize that the car was simply a fiasco. I
employed every conceivable rationalization to defend the car, until I finally gave
up and sold it. Yet, I felt no anger or disappointment for having bought it; I paid
good money for what turned out to be a bad car. But I felt that I had owed it to
myself to buy this car, and the money was spent to very good effect. It was like
staking some money on a bet and losing. As a consumer-explorer, I was philo-
sophical about losing money on bad bets.

In addition to objects that sooner or later disappoint, there are objects that stub-
bornly refuse to yield their full stories. How often is it that we discover that
having purchased something, we may not obtain full advantage of it unless cer-
tain accessories are purchased, which in turn emerge as nothing but preambles for
further purchases. We may suspect that such objects are mere entrapments, that
they try to lure us into explorational impasses, yet, as in the case of the Italian car,
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the temptation to throw good money after bad is powerful. Explorers find it very
difficult to turn full circle and return to base. 

There is yet another class of products, those with which we develop a rela-
tionship of sorts. Some of them are quickly absorbed in our self-perceptions; they
pose no further puzzles but offer the prospect of quiet contentment. A new track
suit in which we feel comfortable, a trusted brand of virtually anything, a no-
nonsense watch – such items do not challenge us, although in their quiet way
they may be important parts of our identity. Then, there are objects which can-
not be incorporated so easily: a ‘loud’ jacket, a flash car, an eye-catching hat, a
suggestive T-shirt. They maybe need to be used at first in private before we feel
confident to present them as part of our public persona. These things may make
us self-conscious, they cannot be readily accommodated in our identity, which
needs to stretch or adjust itself in order to absorb them. It is then that exploration
of the world of objects initiates an exploration of identity, the quest for outer
difference becomes a quest for inner meaning. This will be the main focus of the
next chapter, which examines the consumer as identity-seeker.

Strengths and Weaknesses of the Image
of the Consumer as Explorer

Few images capture the driven qualities of modern consumption, its excitements
and disappointments, as vividly as that of the explorer. And yet, few figures can
so easily be ridiculed and disparaged as the explorer who never left his or her back
yard, the explorer who dreamed it all up. The worlds explored by modern con-
sumers are certainly not natural worlds; the discoveries they make along the way
are carefully orchestrated by producers, designers and retailers to greet them at
the appropriate time in the appropriate place. Many surprises are premeditated,
many wonders staged. Here lies one of the paradoxes of modern consumption –
the experience of exploration can be genuine, even if the object is simulated and
the subject knows that it is simulated, a theme that has fascinated Baudrillard
(Baudrillard, 1983, 1988c). Why go looking for real alligators, unpredictable as they
are, when you can catch a grand view of them in the theme park, where they are
guaranteed to make an appearance? And why indeed go to the theme park, when
you can put your face right inside the mouth of one through the lens of a camera
or virtual reality?

Consumer ‘explorations’ easily end up in quotation marks, as simulated
pseudo-explorations in the virtual pseudo-realities generated by the magicians of
postmodern spectacle societies. Yet, even if theme parks, shopping malls, muse-
ums, galleries, tourist attractions and other sites are pre-arranged and man-made,
does this disqualify them from being sites of exploration? Does the fact that others,
sometimes thousands or even millions, have been there before, invalidate their
experience of exploration, excitement and discovery? Hardly. It is perfectly possi-
ble to explore man-made artefacts, whether they be the pyramids of Egypt, a
Gothic cathedral or a Doris Lessing novel. If it is possible to explore a novel, a
symphony or a building, why not a CD, a suit or a shopping mall? Nor does the
circumstance that many have been there before, diminish the experience of one
who, for the first time, ‘discovers’ Mahler. With innocent eyes and ears, he or she
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may even discover a line of interpretation, a symbolic twist, a coded melodic
reference that has not been noticed before. A young student discovered an
extended quotation from Pergolesi in Mozart’s Requiem, which had escaped the
notice of experts, who had spent lifetimes studying the piece. Besides, leftovers by
previous explorers can be fascinating in their own right; one may, for example,
remember one’s first forays into an area of literature through second-hand paper-
backs, which have been read and underlined in different colours by several previ-
ous owners, each leaving their own comments on the margins. This can enhance
one’s experience of exploring.

In sum then, neither the artificial quality of the terrains of exploration, nor the
presence of numerous fellow-explorers detract from the aptness of a metaphor of
exploration, which captures admirably the restless, exciting, insatiable qualities of
modern consumption, its endless fascination with tiny differences, and its obses-
sion with puzzle-solving, interpretations, clues and signs. The metaphor high-
lights curiosity as a driving force of Western consumers, the desire to know the
unknown and the yearning for innovation and change. In this sense, it accounts
for the consumers’ unique vulnerability to lucky draws, mystery presents, promises
of exotic trips and other marketing gimmicks, which rely on our state of excited
curiosity and our longing for the unknown as a leverage for sales. Curiosity, once
aroused, makes us highly vulnerable to the merchandisers’ tease ‘Discover x’,
where x can range from Turkey to a new brand of lavatory cleaner, a new food
product or a new sanitary towel.

What the perspective of the consumer-explorer fails to do is to illuminate what
makes things or spaces worth exploring in the first place and at what point they
lose their charm and are discarded in favour of new ones. Equally, it obscures the
wide range of instances when consumers appear to strive after the familiar and
the safe. Brand loyalty would seem incongruous from a perspective that stresses
change, innovation and adventure. Surely one of the defining paradoxes of mod-
ern consumption is the consumer’s need to mix the familiar with the unfamiliar,
the simultaneous travel to exotic places with patronage of McDonald’s and Holiday
Inns (logo: ‘No surprises’), the simultaneous capitulation to the comfort of habit
and the pursuit of adventure. This is an instance of fragmentation in contemporary
consumption that frequently goes unnoticed.

In general, the explorer metaphor presents a somewhat individualistic concept
of consumption, underplaying its social character except for the interpretative
puzzles that consumers set for each other, known as fashion. Even then, the
metaphor is more successful at illuminating why individuals seek to decode and
solve these puzzles than why they are inclined to set them for others. In these dif-
ferent ways, this metaphor draws attention to consumption in the first place as a
range of relationships between people and things and only to a much lesser extent
as relationships among people, consumers and producers or among consumers
themselves (as highlighted in Chapter 3, ‘The Consumer as Communicator’).

All in all, it is a metaphor that creates rather too heroic an image of consumers. It
is also too cheerful and, perhaps, frivolous an image. What if the driven qualities of
modern consumption, instead of being a quest for novelty and adventure amount to
little more than an attempt to escape reality, to find solace in fantasy and self-
delusion? In any event, the sorrows, deprivations and frustrations of modern con-
sumption are far from the sights of images of the consumer as explorer. The

76 The Unmanageable Consumer

05-Gabriel-3361(Ch04).qxd  2/23/2006  9:34 AM  Page 76



drudgery of routine shopping, the furtive sorties to shops between family and
work commitments, the sacrifices necessitated by demanding children and social
expectations, above all, the anxiety about making ends meet or stretching the
family budget, these things have no place in the realms of consumers as explorers.

No other image of the consumer studied in this book is quite as firmly middle-
class as that of the consumer-explorer. It is remarkable that in a period that spawned
several important studies of poverty and deprivation (see, for example, Brandt,
1980; Mack and Lansley, 1992; Seabrook, 1985; Townsend, 1979, 1993) many com-
mentaries on consumption simply chose to turn a blind eye on the hardships expe-
rienced by increasing numbers of consumers, both in developed countries and the
Third World. Disregarding the difficulties involved in precise definitions and mea-
surements of poverty in different parts of the world, one suspects that large num-
bers of people on the breadline would regard the idea of consumers as explorers as
a cruel joke. One suspects that consumer-explorers, in their youthful enthusiasm
and exuberance, their constant desire to experiment and try, their naive fascination
with puzzles, signs and symbols and their obsession with difference, were a wish-
fulfilling fantasy of glossy marketers and excitable semioticians in the 1980s. It is a
fantasy on which, from time-to-time, some consumers became fellow-travellers.
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A GUMENTS
Identity has assumed centre-stage in discussions of contemporary
politics, culture and consumption. Most commentators agree that
psychological identity represents a difficult and precarious project for
most people today, as established social categories of class, gender,
occupation and so forth become eroded. Choice (of occupation, of
partner, of sexual preference, of goods to consume and so forth) has
opened up new possibilities of identity construction but also created
new burdens. The material culture both supports and undermines
efforts to create and maintain identities. On the one hand, many
branded and unbranded goods become, at least, temporarily parts
of an extended self, at least temporarily boosting identity, self-image
and self-esteem. In this sense, consumer culture is tailor-made for
the narcissistic strivings of contemporary society. Several authors,
however, have commented on the addictive quality of consumption –
while temporarily assuaging narcissism and bolstering identities,
consumer culture creates long-term dissatisfaction, dependency and
meaninglessness. 

CHAPTER 5
The Consumer as
Identity-Seeker

That which is for me through the medium of money – that for which I can
pay (that is, which money can buy) – that am I, the possessor of money.
The extent of the power of money is the extent of my power. Money’s
properties are my properties and essential powers – the properties and
powers of its possessor. Thus, what I am and am capable of is by no
means determined by my individuality. I am ugly, but I can buy or myself
the most beautiful of women. Therefore I am not ugly, for the effect of
ugliness – its deterrent power – is nullified by money. I, in my character as
an individual, am lame, but money furnishes me with twenty-four feet.
Therefore I am not lame. I am bad, dishonest, unscrupulous, stupid; but
money is honoured, and therefore so is its possessor.

Marx, 1972[1844]: 81
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The Consumer as Identity-Seeker 79

Debates on Western consumption rarely stay clear of the theme of identity
for long. Identity is Rome to which all discussions of modern Western con-

sumption lead, whether undertaken by Marxist critics or advertising executives,
deconstructionists or liberal reformers, advocates of multi-culturalism or radical
feminists. The consensus of otherwise irreconcilable perspectives appears to be
that, in late capitalism, consumption is the area where personal and group iden-
tities are fought over, contested, precariously put together and licked into shape.
As previous chapters have indicated, the Western consumer readily transfigures
into an identity-seeker. Whether choosing goods, exploring them, buying them,
displaying them, disfiguring them or giving them away, consumers are, above all,
frequently presented as thirsting for identity and using commodities to quench
this thirst. This chapter examines this popular image of the consumer as identity-
seeker, highlighting some crucial ambiguities in the concept of identity. 

Identity, like stress, is a concept whose currency and expedience belies its
relatively recent pedigree in psychology. It is a concept that we all feel that we
grasp intuitively and is given great explanatory weight in discussions of con-
sumption. For these reasons, it is important to investigate how this idea achieved
its privileged place in contemporary cultural discussions and then ask what it
adds. We start by examining some of the ambiguities acquired by the concept of
identity, as it migrated from objects onto people and as the quest of identity came
to be regarded as the cause of most major social and individual problems. How
did identity turn from a fact into a problem and what is its relevance to con-
sumption? We will also indicate some of the ways in which the obsession with
identity, brands and consumption among cultural theorists has hogged the lime-
light and obscured some other promising lines of study into the relationship
between the individual, their sense of self and what they consume.

Fixed Identities: From People to Goods

Initially, the word ‘identity’, drawing on its Latin derivation, stood for the sameness,
continuity and distinctiveness of things. It applied equally to humans, animals
and material objects. Establishing the identity of a person, a flower or a mineral
amounted to giving it a name and specifying its uniqueness and distinctiveness
in terms of similarities with, and differences from, its relatives. Even in this early
conception, identity is not merely a property of the object being identified; it is
equally an expression of the interest of those who identify it. The identity of min-
erals or plants generally coincides with the name of their species – the particular
specimen at hand generally requires no further identification to establish it as
something singular and unique. This, however, is not the case with a famous dia-
mond that has been given a name, such as the Koh-i-Noor; its identification,
notably if stolen and recovered, is not complete unless confirmed to be the very
specimen that is missing. Simply establishing the identity of a recovered gem as a
diamond is not enough. It is immediately apparent that forensic investigations
crucially depend on the identity of objects as absolutely unique items. And it is
also apparent why identity cards have become an important issue in these days of
vigilantly patrolled frontiers and stolen identities.

The identity of animals in many cases is adequately fixed by the species name
alone, or species plus gender. Gardeners are quite happy to know the species of
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caterpillar that is ruining their crops without concerning themselves about the
particular individuals that are most to blame. Knowing the species is enough to
dictate the measures that may be taken against it. Likewise, bird spotters are gener-
ally content to establish the species and gender of a rare specimen that they catch
sight of. Ornithologists, on the other hand, may be interested in knowing the
habits and history of a particular specimen or pair; to do so, they may then seek to
identify them through the use of coloured rings or other unique marks. Such marks
would establish not just species identity, but individual identity and where they
have been. In a similar way, family pets, race-horses or animal celebrities carry iden-
tities beyond their species and gender, names that establish them as unique indi-
viduals. As we shall see presently, the question of whether identity refers to species
or specimen is not unconnected with the strivings of Western consumers.

People, too, are generally identified by names; but different people may have
the same name, hence it is often necessary to specify the identities of the father and
mother, the date of birth or some other feature to establish the identity of an indi-
vidual. Identity, in this sense, is fixed. No matter what transformations are under-
gone by the individual, his or her identity cannot change. Nor is identity a matter
of choice, will or desire; identity is the outcome of family lineage. Confusion over
identity amounts to confusion over parenthood, confusion about facts not about
meanings. This theme lies at the heart of drama, both in its tragic and comic senses.
Establishing the identity of an individual, whether a person is accused of a crime,
or is claiming to be somebody or to own something, is not always easy (especially
before the discovery of DNA identification), but essentially it is a technical, foren-
sic question. Odysseus, returning home after 20 years, had to prove his identity
and establish that he was who he claimed he was. This he proceeded to do with
the aid of signs – a scar on the knee as well as knowledge of several intimate
secrets that no-one else could know (Homer, 1988).

Why is this important? As Ginzburg (1980) reminds us, the problem of identity
was in the first place a political one, not an existential one, as consumer theorists
have narrowed it down to. Claims to power and property depended crucially on
establishing the identities of individuals making the claims. Equally importantly,
the maintenance of criminal records and the administration of legal justice and
discipline hinges on establishing the identity of people as unique individuals.
This can be an immensely difficult problem if individuals are unwilling to co-
operate. In a memorable scene from Kubrik’s film Spartacus, the Romans ask the
captured rebels which one of them is Spartacus; to protect their leader, each and
every one of the rebels claims to be Spartacus, to great dramatic effect. 

The branding of offenders was meant to establish their identity permanently,
marking their criminal record, so to speak, on their bodies. Branding was not an
option available to colonial administrators, though of course it was rediscovered by
the Nazis in the 20th-century. A different type of branding has now assumed great
importance as a way of marking a product on consumer consciousness. The prob-
lem of identity was especially pressing for the administrators of the British Empire,
having to administer what they saw as justice, to ‘natives’ who seemed deceitful,
disputatious and, to their Western eyes, all looked the same. Fingerprinting, intro-
duced by Sir William Herschel in Bengal in the 1870s, seemed to provide a techni-
cal solution to the political problem of identity, a far more discreet but also more
efficient solution than branding had been to the slave-owners. Each person carried
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permanently on their fingertips indelible evidence of their identity; no subjective
claim or denial could thenceforth discredit the objective evidence of ink on paper.
The fingerprint was proof of the person’s identity. Thus a person’s identity is, in
the first place, part of a system of political practices that seek to classify, distin-
guish and differentiate each individual from others. 

The political dimension of practices such as identity cards, fingerprinting,
random identity checks or unobtrusive surveillance in shopping malls and else-
where has led to endless controversy surrounding their introduction. We shall
refer to this conceptualization of identity as ‘forensic identity’ to underline polit-
ical nature, and to distinguish it in this chapter from the ‘psychological’ and
‘group’ identities. This discussion leads to two conclusions. First, we note that
branding has shifted from being a mark to discriminate between people to being
a device for according identity and individuality to products. Second, we note
that forensic identity, unlike psychological identity, was a problem not for the
individuals concerned, but for those who sought to control them. The importance
of these ideas for the study of consumption will become apparent presently. 

Identity as a Psychological and Sociological Concept

The migration of identity into psychology and sociology has maintained some of
the qualities of forensic identity, reversed others, as well as introducing several
new features of crucial relevance to consumption. It is interesting that psycho-
analysis, which virtually invented the idea of psychological identification, did not
seriously turn to identity until Erikson coined the expression ‘identity crisis’
(Erikson, 1959). He used this term to describe the condition of soldiers severely
traumatized by the battlefield during the Second World War. These soldiers appeared
to have lost their sense of sameness and continuity with their former selves. This
suggested to Erikson the idea that psychological identity is not something given
or fixed, but something that one achieves with the aid of others. Subsequently,
Erikson developed his theory that identity crisis is a normal stage of ego develop-
ment in late adolescence and early adulthood that may lead to different out-
comes. Some individuals uncritically adopt identities derived from their parents,
others endlessly experiment with different identities (a process Erikson refers to as
‘moratorium’), at times failing to emerge with any coherent identity (a process he
refers to as ‘diffused identity’). The happiest conclusion of this process is the
achievement of an identity in which the individual is both conscious of his or her
uniqueness and which provides him or her with an anchoring into the here and
now (Erikson, 1968). In these ways, self-esteem and self-image, as Erikson has
acknowledged, are conceptually very close to ego identity.

Erikson’s ideas of identity crisis and identity confusion and diffusion gained
substantial popularity in the 1950s, when the search for identity came to preoc-
cupy psychologists, especially American ones, very considerably. This led to a very
different concept of identity from the fixed, stable and immutable forensic identity.
The new concept was to serve psychologists intent on delivering the consumer as a
manageable package to merchandisers very well. This identity is subjective; it is an
individual’s answer to questions such as ‘Who am I?’ and ‘In what ways am I differ-
ent from others?’. This is a changing, precarious and problematic entity,theproduct

The Consumer as Identity-Seeker 81

06-Gabriel-3361(Ch05).qxd  2/23/2006  9:34 AM  Page 81



of an individual’s perpetual adaptation to his or her environment. Uniqueness is
not given, but is achieved; continuity can be undermined or ruptured. Psycho-
logical identity is the product of psychological work; it must be nurtured and
defended, worked for and fought over. The importance of material objects to
these processes was to prove seminal.

The sociological itineraries of identity took off from where psychological dis-
cussions left. Psychologists themselves had prepared the ground in their ‘mass
psychology’, where it was argued that in crowds people lose their individual iden-
tities and become one with the mass, part of a collective mind, entirely derivative
from it (Freud, 1985a[1921]; Fromm, 1966[1941]; Le Bon, 1985[1960]; Reich,
1970). The implicit assumption that identity is a free-flowing entity that pours
from the collective to the individual characterizes much of the traditional socio-
logical literature on the subject; by contrast, the pursuit of forensic identity has
been to distinguish the individual from the masses. Thus, members of ethnic
groups, sexual preference groups, political movements, occupational and profes-
sional groups are often seen as drawing their sense of identity from their group,
sharing its ideals and aspirations. A group’s identity, like personal identity, is prob-
lematic; it must be fought over and forged out of shared experiences and traditions;
it must discard attributions imposed upon the group by others; it must discover and
celebrate its own continuity with its past; it must choose who its friends and ene-
mies are, where its boundaries lie, what its symbols are, and so on (Anthias, 1982;
Hall, 1996; Hall and Du Gay, 1996; Omi and Winant, 1987). However, as groups
shape their identities, their members’ individual identity problems recede; individ-
ual identity derives from identification with the group. So long as the group is
unique, uniqueness need no longer be part of the individual identity.

Modernity and Identity 

Most cultural commentators agree that psychological and social identity is a
uniquely modern problem. In a pre-modern society, psychological and group iden-
tities coincide with forensic identities, since they 

are easily recognizable, objectively and subjectively. Everybody knows who everybody else is
and who he is himself. A knight is a knight and a peasant is a peasant. There is, therefore,
no problem of identity. The question, ‘Who am I?’ is unlikely to arise in consciousness, since
the socially predefined answer is massively real subjectively and consistently confirmed in all
significant social interaction. (Berger and Luckman, 1967: 184)

Urban living, anonymous organizations, impersonal work, mass production,
social and physical movement, the proliferation of choice; in short, modernity
itself conspires against fixed identities. In late modernity, the media of mass
communication assume extraordinary significance in shaping our perceptions of
the world we inhabit, saturating our physical and mental spaces with images, yet
producing a massive vacuum to the individual’s question ‘Who am I?’. With the
possible exception of brief glimpses we may catch of ourselves on TV monitors in
shopping malls or very rarely on a real television programme, our personal iden-
tities are emphatically denied by the world of simulations, where, as Baudrillard
insists, only what appears on TV is regarded as real. One of us had maintained a
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totally impersonal relationship with his newsagent, until one morning the
newsagent greeted him excitedly like a long lost-friend by saying: ‘Dr Lang, Dr Lang,
I saw you on TV last night!’. Appearing on TV had certainly made the author a
real person in the eyes of the newsagent, whereas countless personal encounters
had failed to elevate him above the status of ‘another customer’.

Faced with a modern world that falls far short of providing the massive
confirmation noted by Berger and Luckmann, identity becomes a major and con-
tinuous preoccupation of each individual. Unlike Erikson, who saw identity crisis
as a temporary phase, eventually resolved and left behind, current cultural theory
approaches identity as an interminable project, involving not only crucial life-
choices and decisions but, equally, their translation into a narrative, a life-story.
One of the clearest statements on identity has been offered by Giddens:

In the post-traditional order of modernity, against the backdrop of new forms of mediated
experience, self-identity becomes a reflexively organised endeavour. The reflexive project of
the self, which consists in the sustaining of coherent, yet continuously revised, biographical
narratives, takes place in the context of multiple choice as filtered through abstract systems.
In modern social life, the notion of lifestyle takes on a particular significance. The more
tradition loses its hold, and the more daily life is reconstituted in terms of the dialectical play
of the local and the global, the more individuals are forced to negotiate lifestyle choices
among a diversity of options. (Giddens, 1991: 5)

Identity, in this formulation, does not lie in any fixed attributes of personality or
self, still less in certain fixed forms of behaviour. Nor can past achievements and
glories form the basis of identity. As Schwartz reminds us, a ‘“has been” [is] some-
body who once was somebody, but is no longer anybody’ (Schwartz, 1990: 32).
Instead, as Giddens states, identity lies now ‘in the capacity to keep a particular
narrative going’ (Giddens, 1991: 54). Identity, then, can be seen as a story that a
person writes and rewrites about him or herself, never reaching the end until they
die, and always rewriting the earlier parts, so that the activity of writing becomes
itself part of the story. In this sense, it is both reflexive and incomplete. Identity
and identity-seeking are, at least in Western culture, essentially the same thing. In
creating a story in which the author is a protagonist, the author creates himself
or herself anew – author and protagonist co-create each other in an unending
reflexive process.

Many authors believe that in our times, a variety of circumstances conspire to
make the ‘storying’ of our lives particularly difficult. Thus Boje:

Some experiences lack that linear sequence and are difficult to tell as a ‘coherent’ story.
Telling stories that lack coherence is contrary to modernity. Yet, in the postmodern condi-
tion, stories are harder to tell because experience itself is so fragmented and full of chaos that
fixing meaning or imagining coherence is fictive. (Boje, 2001: 7)

The theme that storying has become especially hard in our times is highly devel-
oped in Richard Sennett’s work. He argues that new capitalism with its emphasis
on flexibility, opportunism and the powerful illusions of choice and freedom frag-
ment the continuity of today’s life narratives, denying them the continuity and
coherence enjoyed by the narratives of yesteryear (Sennett, 1998: 31). As Slater
has noted, ‘underlying such perspective is an ineradicable nostalgia or lamenta-
tion: consumer culture can never replace the world we have lost, or provide us
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with selves we can trust, or offer a culture in which we can be truly home’ (Slater,
1997: 99).

Consumption and Identity

What then do individuals write in the precious life-stories that constitute their
identities? How do they construct their selfhoods? What are the identity structures
that distinguish late modernity from earlier periods? Various answers have been
provided to these questions, although increasing emphasis is placed on consump-
tion at the expense of personal and family histories, membership of occupational
and professional groups, work and personal achievement, character and tempera-
ment, as the terrain in which identities are sought. Bauman (Bauman, 1988, 1992,
2001), has been one of the strongest champions of the view that the ‘work ethic’
has, at least in Western societies, been dislodged by a ‘consumer ethic’. He argues:

If in a life normatively motivated by the work ethic, material gains were deemed secondary
and instrumental in relation to work itself (their importance consisting primarily of confirming
the adequacy of the work effort), it is the other way round in a life guided by the ‘consumer
ethic’. Here, work is (at best) instrumental; it is in the material emoluments that one seeks,
and finds, fulfilment, autonomy and freedom. (Bauman, 1988: 75)

Consumption, not only expands to fill the identity vacuum left by the decline of
the work ethic, but it assumes the same structural significance that work enjoyed
at the high noon of modernity.

The same central role which was played by work, by job, occupation, profession, in modern
society, is now performed in contemporary society, by consumer choice. … The former
was the lynch-pin which connected life-experience – the self-identity problem, life-work, life-
business – on the one level; social integration on the second level; and systemic reproduc-
tion on the third level. … Consumerism stands for production, distribution, desiring,
obtaining and using, of symbolic goods. (Bauman, 1992: 223) 

How do consumer choices fashion identity? At its simplest, the argument would
suggest that individuals can buy identities off the peg, just as corporations can buy
themselves new images, new brands and new identities by adopting new symbols,
signs and other similar paraphernalia. Numerous commentators on consumption
appear to regard this as self-evident, requiring little explanation or elaboration.

Shopping is not merely the acquisition of things: it is the buying of identity. (Clammer, 1992: 195)

The identity of the consumer is tied with the identity not only of the brand, but of the
company that produces it. (Davidson, 1992: 178)

At their most mechanistic, such arguments suggest that images and qualities of
products are simply transferred onto the consumer, either singly or in combina-
tions. Identity is essentially a self-image resulting from the endless displacements
and condensations of product images. ‘Ours is a world in which it is our products
that tell our stories for us’, argues Davidson (Davidson, 1992: 15). The consumers’
main preoccupation then is being able to afford those goods that they require to
sustain their identities. This approach, however, disregards the reflexive qualities
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underlined earlier and only transposes the question ‘Who am I?’. On what basis
do individual consumers make their choices? Why are some objects liked and
others disliked? Why do some objects easily blend with individual identity and
others not? Why are some images convincing while others rejected as phoney?
And if the qualities of objects are mechanically transferred onto their owners,
such as branding for slaves, why does the project of identity remain uncom-
pleted? What drives the consumers’ desires for new products and new identities? 

These questions can be foreclosed if we were to accept Baudrillard’s argument
that the only product image that today’s consumers want is one that is perfectly
unique, different from all others. Only this will make each consumer unique,
forever standing out from the crowd. This is impossible, of course, though not
merely because today’s products are mass-produced and lack the required unique-
ness. In a hyper-real world of self-devouring signifiers (see discussion of Clio and
Nike in Chapter 3, ‘The Consumer as Communicator’), where each new arrival on
the scene consigns its predecessors to the undifferentiated state of also-rans,
standing out from the crowd is an entirely futile project. Free-floating signifiers
wreak havoc with our individual identities, which are ransacked by wave after
wave of semiotic invaders. In this case, as Miller puts it, ‘our identity has become
synonymous with patterns of consumption which are determined elsewhere.
Taken to its logical conclusion (and the advantage of Baudrillard is that he does just
this), this view entails a denial of all signification’ (Miller, 1987: 165). The project of
identity, once it has been hijacked by hyper-real consumerism, is doomed. Unique-
ness, continuity and value will forever elude it.

Many of the writers exploring the connection between consumption and iden-
tity in the 1980s and 1990s do not share Baudrillard’s rather bleak view. Nor,
however, do they take the view that identities can be constructed unproblemati-
cally by purchasing a particular set of images. Between the life-story that consti-
tutes identity and the images of the consumer world, most of these authors seek
to interpose human agency, a kind of creative bricolage whereby identities are
fashioned through an active engagement with product images. This relationship
between identity and the world of material objects will be the main focus of the
rest of this chapter.

Objects and Extended Selves

The view that material objects are a vital feature of our identities, forensic,
psychological and cultural, is neither novel nor particularly original. Owning a
unique object, a sword or a crown, might have been as solid a proof of forensic
identity as any branding or distinguishing mark. Furthermore, the qualities of
material objects and their past history confers prestige and status onto their hold-
ers. Furthermore, there are categories of objects, such as family heirlooms or
valued gifts, which may be so dear to us that we end up seeing them as parts of
an extended self (Belk, 1988; Csikszentminhalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981;
Dittmar, 1991; Lee, 1993a). Winnicott (1962, 1964) noted that in early childhood
certain objects, like teddy bears or pieces of soft rag, acquire a great significance for
children. These objects, which he calls ‘transitional objects’, are half-way between
the infant’s inner and outer realities, providing bridges between the internal and
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external worlds. Transitional objects are instrumental in the child’s development
and may be replaced later by other objects which have the same bridging function.
From a very young age, we learn to look at such objects as extensions of ourselves.
In the words of George, a 7-year-old boy to his dad:

My owl collection is very valuable to me; it is part of me. It’s like my hair. If you lose your hair
you are sad, if I lost my owls I’d be sad.

In this way, some material objects can become central characters of our personal
histories, without which our histories would be unthinkable. The quest for a
particular object, whether it be the Holy Grail or another owl in George’s collec-
tion, may be an important part of a person’s life-story, and the finding of the
object may confer fame and generate pride. In this way, the search for particular
objects, the adventures encountered along the way, the glory and fame achieved
by its discovery, these can all become part of an individual’s identity. 

As we saw in the Chapter 3 (‘The Consumer as Communicator’), Levy-Bruhl
(1966) noted that in pre-literate cultures, ornaments, clothes and tools, are seen
as parts of the self. Over a century ago, William James (1961[1892]: 44) that a
man’s ‘me’ is made up of everything that he can call his, including his body and
his mind, his clothes, his house, his wife, his children, his parents, his land, his
yacht and his bank account. In all these instances, material objects become
ensconced in our identity because of the closeness of our relationships with them,
our physical and emotional attachment to them. 

In contrast, however, to all these instances, Western consumption is unique in
that identity becomes vitally and self-consciously enmeshed in stories that are
read by consumers into innumerable, relatively mundane, mass-produced objects
that they buy, use or own. These unexceptional objects are not so much carriers
of meaning, as carriers of vivid and powerful images, enabling us to choose them
consciously from among many similar ones, promising to act as the raw material
out of which our individual identities may be fashioned. Unlike children who
form attachments to their cuddly toys, Western consumers do not establish
profound relationships with the majority of the goods they consume. Instead,
they use them in opportunistic but highly visible ways, being very conscious of
the inferences that others will draw from them and by the ways their image will
be affected by them.

Children spontaneously like certain things and dislike others; they do not
construct identities around them (Baumeister, 1986: 192). Yet by the time they
reach school age, likes and dislikes lose their innocence. Liking unfashionable
toys, making friends with unpopular children, wearing old-fashioned shoes, these
things become tied to image and identity. By early adolescence, virtually every
choice becomes tainted by image-consciousness. Smoking, drinking, eating, clothes,
accents, hairstyles, friendships, music, sport and virtually every like and dislike
become highly self-conscious matters. Whether this phenomenon exists in most
cultures or not, it is beyond doubt exacerbated by the targeting of children as con-
sumers (Barnet and Cavanagh, 1994: 137ff .).

For young people today, consumption appears as the key to entering adulthood.
Abercrombie argues that ‘young people will experiment with different identities,
by ignoring the way in which class, gender and race construct the boundaries of
identity’ (Abercrombie, 1994: 51). Commodities, under consumer capitalism, rich
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in image, become young people’s main accomplices in these attempts to reach
adulthood (Lansley, 1994: 96–7). As Willis argues, adulthood ‘is now achieved, it
seems, by spending money in a certain way rather than “settling down” to a life
of wedded bliss’ (Willis, 1990: 137). Consumption becomes the core element in
the rite of passage to adulthood. It is not enough for young people to be seen
spending their own money on cigarettes, clothes, stereo and computer gear, and
so on, although this in itself is not unimportant. What is more important is con-
structing out of these ingredients an individual style, a convincing image. Identity,
then, does not mean the creation and projection of any image, but of one that
commands respect and self-respect. 

Shopping malls become the arenas for such explorations where young people
try out different images and experiment with precarious selfhoods. Today’s
teenage identity-seekers are not a marginal social group; nor do they go through
a temporary phase that will be overcome with triumphant entry into adulthood,
as Erikson or anthropologists debating rites of passages might have envisaged.
Instead, teenagers become pioneers of a new lifestyle revolving around TV and the
mall, which emerges as the Gothic cathedral of today. 

Malling confirms consumption-based activities, lifestyles and identities; teenaged mall-rats
and bunnies may be the prototypical group of amusement society. This is all the more the
case as television, having hurried if not destroyed childhood, has created the grown-up child
and immature adult as the whole of a life course is sandwiched between infancy and senil-
ity. (Langman, 1992: 58)

As Featherstone has argued, ‘youth styles and lifestyles are migrating up the age
scale and … as the 1960s generation ages, they are taking some of the youth-
orientated dispositions with them, and … adults are being granted greater licence
for childlike behaviour and vice versa’ (1991: 100–1). This is especially noticeable
when adults go on holiday or even on business trips, when, relieved of the hard-
ened personas they assume at work and at home, they experiment with different
styles, images and identities. They wear strange clothes, develop unusual manner-
isms, let their hair down and feel free to explore pleasures that they would other-
wise deny themselves. The transformation of airport and hotel lobbies into Meccas
of consumption can be seen as testimony of the travelling consumers’ thirst for
experimentation with identity as well as of the loosening of their inhibitions
towards spending. (See Chapter 4, ‘The Consumer as Explorer’.)

Experimenting with identities and images of self can at times be seen to stretch
into explorations of inner worlds, spiritual Ithacas and Idahos of the mind. Vast
areas of the economy, including some of the so-called leisure industries, the
hobby industry, the body industry, the personal growth industry, appear to be
fuelled by the individuals’ thirst for self-exploration (Lasch, 1984, 1991). Many of
these explorations become quests for reaching one’s own limits, whether in sport,
art or learning. Occasionally buying or being given a new object, such as a trumpet,
a tennis racket or a set of water-colours, may signal the opening of a new phase
of selfhood. Yet, in truth, such inner explorations seldom go beyond ephemeral
daydreams or the volatile fantasies. Compared to the explorations of the colour-
ful world of objects and their images out there which many consumers pursue
with skill and virtuosity, inner explorations seem murky, dull and not terribly
productive. 
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Postmodern Identities, Images and Self-esteem

Images of the consumer as identity-seeker are compelling and feature centrally in
postmodern theory. They account for the obsession with brands, the willingness
to read stories into impersonal products, the fascination with difference, the pre-
occupation with signs, and above all the fetishism of images. They also account for
the fragmented and precarious nature of selfhood, which has been a favourite
theme of those writers who postulate a radical discontinuity between modernity
and postmodernity, the phase of human history we are currently meant to be
entering. One leading feature of this discontinuity concerns the final demise of the
idea of a sovereign self, the managerial self that reflects, compares, decides, creates
and takes responsibility. Following Freud, Mauss and Foucault, many postmod-
ernists argue that this image of the sovereign self is an illusion reflecting the grand
narratives of modernity – such as work, gender, happiness, healthy life, moral
choice, and achievement – but fatally undermined by postmodernity. According to
Firat, consumers of modernity fashioned their identities by purchasing products,
whose stories and images echoed those grand narratives. By contrast:

the consumers of postmodernity seem to be transcending these narratives, no longer seek-
ing centered, unified characters, but increasingly seeking to ‘feel good’ in separate, different
moments by acquiring self images that make them marketable, likeable and/or desirable in
each moment. ... Thus occurs the fragmentation of the self. In postmodern culture, the self
is not consistent, authentic, or centered. (Firat, 1992: 204)

Firat argues that fragmentation and discontinuity become themselves the domi-
nant narratives of postmodernity, sweeping all in front of them and shattering
the self into numerous self-images coming in and out of focus. If modern
consumers could be seen as victims of self-delusions, their needs manipulated by
image-makers, postmodern consumers suffer from no such self-delusions. They
do not search for authentic, integrated, wholesome selves. They do not demand
that product images should be authentic, integrated or wholesome. They are
sophisticated enough to recognize that these images are only fleeting mirages,
spawned in the imaginations of clever image-makers who want to sell them
things. But they do not mind. They are content with diverse personas, all prod-
ucts of artifice, all inauthentic, often at odds with each other. Schizophrenia
becomes a perennial condition for the postmodern consumer ( Jameson, 1983).

Group identities, too, become fragmented. Groups themselves lose their bound-
aries, becoming transient, ephemeral and largely fictitious. Individuals will iden-
tify with each other through shared lifestyles or shared fantasies, their self-images
temporarily shaped by memberships to imaginary clubs and societies, ‘imagined
communities’ (Anderson, 1983), ‘invented traditions’ (Hobsbawn, 1983) or ‘neo-
tribes’ (Bauman, 1992; Maffesoli, 1995). Some of these groups are the ephemeral
result of converging identity projects, sharing imagined heritages, qualities or
interests. Others exist purely in individual imaginations. 

Some thinkers draw rather optimistic conclusions from images of consumers as
identity-seekers. Bauman, one of the most insightful theorists of the intersection of
consumption, identity and postmodernity, sees in consumer freedom the possibility
of a healthy competition, which does not disintegrate into warfare and destruction: 

88 The Unmanageable Consumer

06-Gabriel-3361(Ch05).qxd  2/23/2006  9:34 AM  Page 88



In the game of consumer freedom all customers may be winners at the same time. Identities
are not scarce goods. If anything their supply tends to be excessive, as the overabundance
of any image is bound to detract from its value as a symbol of individual uniqueness.
Devaluation of an image is never a disaster, however, as discarded images are immediately
followed by new ones, as yet not too common, so that self-construction may start again,
hopeful as ever to attain its purpose: the creation of unique selfhood. (Bauman, 1988: 63) 

Can the idea of identity survive the many fragmentations and discontinuities cel-
ebrated by postmodern writers? Is the idea of the consumer as identity-seeker
meaningful, when identity has turned into nothing more than a succession of
mirages? And can Bauman talk plausibly of this succession of mirages as ‘selfhood’
(Warde, 1994)? The above extract illustrates well some of the paradoxical implica-
tions of postmodern thinking that at once obliterates unity, sameness, continuity,
fixity, and independence, the features that defined identity as a concept, while at
the same time giving it pride of place in cultural discussions. If, as Bauman, cor-
rectly points out, the overabundance of signifiers undermines their value, is it pos-
sible to view identities as non-scarce goods? While there may well be an
over-abundance of images, we think that there is a scarcity of value-laden images,
images that command respect. While identity, in the fragmented, anarchic post-
modern sense may not be in short supply, the same could hardly be said of esteem
and self-esteem. To individuals craving recognition and self-esteem, Bauman’s pro-
nouncement that ‘identities are not scarce goods’ sounds a bit like the sanctimo-
nious preaching of conservative politicians to those living on state benefits. If
uniqueness is so highly prized as a prerequisite for esteem and self-esteem, the
notion that any image can be the basis of identity begins to sound like a cruel joke. 

Postmodern thinking scorns to distinguish between identity and self-image,
self-image and self-love; it also cheekily conflates image and self-image. If identity
is treated as narrative pure and simple, not only is the issue of authenticity obvi-
ated (any story can be valid as a story), but also the traditional concerns of soci-
ologists and psychologists regarding the differences between self-identity and
presentation of self to others melts away. If self-image and image are only mirages,
to ask whether they coincide becomes irrelevant. Yet, experience suggests that
today’s consumers are highly preoccupied both with the authenticity of their own
identity and with the recognition of this authenticity by others. They spend
much time scrutinizing each other for inauthentic personas, contrived styles,
yesterday’s fashion and false identities. To argue that in the postmodern carnival,
every mask adds to the generalized delirium fails to recognize the high levels of
policing and self-policing that governs styles, fashions, images and identities. The
follies of those who assume images above their station, those who seek to deceive
others with cheap imitations or those who deceive themselves with studied and
affected lifestyles attract the same ridicule and censure today as they did in the
age of the Molière’s Le Bourgeois gentilhomme, the classic statement of a man who
makes a fool of himself by seeking to give the appearance of one above his
station. The struggle for identity is much less benign than Bauman envisages, and
may indeed be ridden with malice, envy and contempt, clearly delineated by
Veblen and Bourdieu (see Chapter 6, ‘The Consumer: Hedonist or Artist?’). 

To summarize: if Western consumers are to be seen as identity-seekers as numer-
ous postmodern theorists invite us to do, the craving for authenticity, unity and
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consistency must be seen as intrinsic features of their searches. Any image will
simply not do. While today’s consumers may be willing to adopt multiple personas
in different circumstances, as Giddens has argued, lifestyles, are ‘more or less inte-
grated’ sets of practices, through which self-identities are constituted (Giddens,
1991: 81). Cohesion cannot simply be wished away from identity, simply because it
has become problematic. (Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ is pointing in a similar
direction.) Identity that does not command the respect of others and does not lead
to self-love is quite pointless; even if image is in ample supply, the same can be said
of neither respect nor self-love. Without these qualifications, the theme of frag-
mented identities and the figure of the consumer as identity-seeker threaten to col-
lapse into meaningless, though fashionable, clichés. Identity, self, image, self-image
and subjectivity threaten to become free-floating signifiers, easily substituting each
other, merging and dividing up, losing their moorings and distinctiveness. 

Identity, the Ego-ideal and Narcissism

Can money buy us identity? If identity were seen as pure image or as the respect
of anonymous others, then, as Marx surmises in this chapter’s opening extract,
money would rule supreme. In spite of reservations expressed by theorists like
Bourdieu, since the decline of the aristocratic ideal, matters such as taste, style,
refinement, adventure and image are things that may be bought, if one is not
born with them. In today’s world, it is not unknown for rock stars to become
country gentlemen. Identity should then not be a serious problem for the rich.
Yet one searches in vain for confirmation of this view (see McCracken, 1988).
Instead, we propose that to the extent that identity constitutes a ‘problem’ or a
‘project’, it must encompass not only image (which may be purchased) and
narrative (which may be constructed) but, contrary to some postmodernist think-
ing, meaning and value as well. This is far more problematic, for rich and poor
alike. It involves the fashioning of an image in which one may admire oneself and
through which one may gain the respect of significant others. Identity is no mere
life-story but a life-story that commands attention, respect and emotion. Extending
Giddens’ idea of identity as narrative, we would see identity not merely as the
story of who we are, but also a fantasy of what we wish to be like. Identity is not
only an embellished account of our adventures, accomplishments and tribula-
tions, but also that vital web of truths, half-truths and wish-fulfilling fictions that
sustain us. This accounts for identity being at once fragmented and discontinuous,
as well as united and continuous; it also brings the project of identity surprisingly
close to the psychoanalytic concept of the ego-ideal, an amalgam of idealized
images, phantasies and wishes against which we measure our experiences. 

The ego-ideal can be built around different themes, frequently drawing on
cultural or organizational achievements, nostalgic recreations of a golden past or
utopian visions of glorious futures (Gabriel, 1993; Schwartz, 1990). The ego-ideal
represents an attempt to recreate, in later life, the condition of primary narcis-
sism, the period of our infancy when we imagined ourselves the centre of a
loving and admiring world. Our primary narcissism is doomed to receive numer-
ous blows, starting with the realization that the world is generally not a loving
place and that, contrary possibly to the impression created by mother, we are not
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its centre (Freud, 1984a[1914]; Schwartz, 1990: 17ff.). We may still cling to the
fantasy that we are unique and special, but this too will receive a cruel blow
during our first encounters with schools and other impersonal organizations, which
consign us to the status of a number on a register or a face among unknowns.
Thereafter, we discover that admiration is hard to come by and love even harder.
For this reason, the fact that young children have little problem of identity is
hardly surprising. With every injury to their narcissism, however, the need to
erect an ego-ideal becomes more pressing. The ego-ideal, then, emerges as a wish-
ful fantasy of ourselves as we wish to be in order to become once more the centre
of an admiring and loving world. 

What man projects before him as his ideal is the substitute for the lost narcissism of his child-
hood in which he was his own ideal. ... To this ideal ego is now directed the self-love which
the real ego enjoyed in childhood. The narcissism seems to be now displaced on to this new
ideal ego, which, like the infantile ego, deems itself the possessor of all perfections. (Freud,
1984a[1914]: 94) 

At times, our ego-ideal merges with our ego; these are moments of triumph and
joy when admiration and love is lavished on us, either for our individual achieve-
ments or for the achievements of groups, organizations or cultures with which we
identify. Traditional societies supported individual ideal-egos with cultural ideals,
powerful role models and overbearing symbols. Members of religious or political
sects, today, may derive total narcissistic fulfilment through their membership of
these organizations, which promise them not only omnipotence and salvation
but also immortality in one form or another.

Western culture not only exacerbates the need for an ego-ideal by inflicting
numerous injuries to our narcissism, but it also places formidable obstacles to its
formation. Gone are the days of sweeping cultural ideals and moral certainties. Gone
are the powerful role-models, untouched by scandal and corruption. Gone are the
stirring symbols. Gone, too, are the great cultural accomplishments, artistic, scien-
tific or military, in which we may take unalloyed pride. In a world where heroes are
forever cut to size and perfection remains elusive, the gleaming surfaces of material
goods, their pristine packaging and virginal existence inevitably attract our atten-
tion, even before the image-makers get down to work. As Lasch (1980, 1984) has
powerfullyargued, theworldofobjects appears tohold thepromiseofdelivery toour
ailing narcissism. Consumerism promises to fill the void in our lives.

Lasch has provided vivid pictures of the narcissistic personality that he sees as
dominating American culture. Today’s Narcissus spends endless amounts of time
looking at himself in mirrors, but is not lost in self-admiration. He is not happy
with what he sees. He worries about growing old and ugly. He sets about busily
constructing an ego-ideal around idealized qualities of commodities, aided and
abetted by the propaganda of the makers of dreams. He pours money into anti-
ageing cosmetics, plastic surgery, and every conceivable beauty aid. He yearns for
admiration and recognition from others, striving for intimacy, yet he is unable to
establish long-term relationships; after all his only interest lies in himself and his
ego-ideal, forever elusive, yet forever appearing within reach. Although blemished,
the narcissist always finds something to admire in himself; his life-story may not
have been crowned with glory yet, but the happy end is within sight – if only he
tries a little harder, gets a lucky break, or, above all, finds a bit more money.
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The usefulness of material objects now becomes quite apparent – these objects
hold the promise of bridging the distance between the actual and the ideal. The
view of commodities as bridges has been developed by McCracken (1988), who
regards them as instances of displaced meaning. ‘If only I could buy that car I would
be what I would ideally like to be’; the car becomes a phantasy bridging the actual
and the ideal. The less accessible the car, the greater the promise it holds. As focal
point of a phantasy, the longed-for car becomes a magnet for displaced meaning;
the flawlessness of the paintwork, the power inside the bonnet, the overwhelming
sense of perfection that it radiates, are thinly disguised narcissistic delusions trans-
ferred onto the idealized object. Once acquired, the object may at least temporar-
ily act as a powerful narcissistic booster. Grown-up men have been known to cry in
the arms of their mothers, on seeing a tiny scratch on that gleaming bodywork. In
such cases, the car is incorporated in the ego-ideal, its every affliction experienced
as a personal calamity. In as much as it provides a reason for self-love and the
respect of others, such an object can be said to support the consumer’s identity
quite effectively. Yet, as McCracken argues, once acquired, often at considerable
sacrifice, the spell of the commodity is exposed to falsification:

The possession of objects that serve as bridges to displaced meaning is perilous. Once
possessed these objects can begin to collapse the distance between an individual and his or
her ideals. When a ‘bridge’ is purchased, the owner has begun to run the risk of putting the
displaced meaning to empirical test. (McCracken, 1988: 112)

Once the phantasy built around the product has accepted the test of reality, its
value to the ego-ideal decreases; almost invariably, it is bound to be found lack-
ing, not because the product is not good, but because such extraordinary expec-
tations had been built on it. A new phantasy will already start to develop around
some new product. It is this process that consumer capitalism thrives on.

Consumerism: Addiction or Choice?

In this chapter, we have argued that behind the consumer’s ostensible quest for
identity lurk more fundamental cravings for respect and self-love, born out of the
injuries that modern life inflicts on us. These generate anxieties that cannot be
allayed by image alone or narratives spun around commodities; they demand far
more radical measures. These anxieties are the result of injuries sustained by our
narcissism, whose healing requires nothing less than the formation of an idealized
phantasy of the self, an ego-ideal, commanding admiration, respect and self-love.
In a culture shorn of role models and ideals, consumerism throws up ephemeral
images to identify with (pop-stars, sportspeople, TV celebrities) and a promise for
boosting our ego-ideals, by proffering commodities around which phantasies of
perfection, beauty and power may be built. These phantasies are wish-fulfilments
that transform mundane everyday objects into highly charged symbols.

How successful is consumerism as the means of restoring our ailing narcis-
sism? Cultural critics like Christopher Lasch are in no doubt that consumerism
merely reinforces the discontents for which it promises consolations. Individuals
become constantly more insecure and image-conscious, looking at themselves in
mirrors. 
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A culture organized around mass consumption encourages narcissism – which [we] can
define, for the moment, as a disposition to see the world as a mirror, more particularly as a
projection of one’s own fears and desires – not because it makes people grasping and self-
assertive but because it makes them weak and dependent. (Lasch, 1980: 33)

In the last resort, the self-illusions of uniqueness, power and beauty cannot be
sustained in such a culture. As Horkheimer and Adorno put it in their memorable
lament of lost individuality:

What is individual is no more than the generalities’ power to stamp so firmly that it is accepted
as such. The defiant reserve or elegant appearance of the individual on show is mass produced
like Yale locks, whose only difference can be measured in fractions of millimeters. The pecu-
liarity of the self is a monopoly commodity determined by society. (Horkheimer and Adorno,
1997[1947]: 154)

In a more recent work, Lasch argues that Western consumerism, sustained by
mass production and celebrated in the mass media, amounts to a mechanism of
addiction.

‘Shop till you drop.’ Like exercise, it often seems to present itself as a form of therapy, designed
to restore a sense of wholeness and well-being after long hours of unrewarding work. ‘I feel
like hell and I go out for a run, and before I know it, everything’s OK.’ Shopping serves the
same purpose: ‘It hardly matters what I buy, I just get a kick out of buying. It’s like that first
whiff of cocaine. It’s euphoric and I just get higher and higher as I buy.’ (Lasch, 1991: 521)

At this point, the consumer as identity-seeker turns into a victim, a willing vic-
tim, an unknowing victim perhaps, but a victim all the same. While the addictive
qualities of consumption epitomized in the ‘shopoholic’ are widely recognized
(Baudrillard, 1988a[1968], 1988b[1970]; Bocock, 1993; Campbell, 1989; Lebergott,
1993), Lasch’s pessimism is not shared by everyone. A more equivocal picture
emerges from the work of Bauman who argues that consumption is the new ‘pio-
neer frontier’ in which individuals may successfully assert themselves, with no
insecurity and not harming others (Bauman, 1988c: 57). An earlier herald of the
liberating potential of consumer freedom, Philip Rieff, argued: 

Confronted with the irrelevance of ascetic standards of conduct, the social reformer has
retreated from nebulous doctrines attempting to state the desired quality of life to more
substantial doctrines of quantity. The reformer asks only for more of everything – more
goods, more housing, more leisure; in short, more life. This translation of quantity into qual-
ity states the algebra of our cultural revolution. Who will be stupid enough to lead a counter-
revolution? (Rieff, 1966: 243)

Rieff’s views are echoed by numerous less eloquent conservative theorists, who
view consumerism, not only as offering delivery from the drudgery of self-reliance,
but also as the begetter of genuine variety, choice, freedom and true individuality.
Such enthusiasts dismiss the arguments of critics like Lasch as sanctimonious non-
sense, flying in the face of all evidence. Lebergott (1993: 26–7) pours scorn on
intellectuals who dismiss the choice presented by supermarkets while revering
libraries full of unread tomes. The consumers’ freedom to choose from 200 dif-
ferent beers, 600 different motor-cars or 160 different magazines is no less mean-
ingful than the intellectuals’ freedom to read or write what they please. Freedom
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of choice, in the view of conservative commentators, far from being empty or
meaningless is the very foundation of our cultural identity, which has rejected
apocalyptic messages and faith as the roads to the good life. The consumer garden
of Eden, according to this view, with its limitless choice, endows us with narcissis-
tic pride, even if its most alluring packages remain beyond our reach. A brief look
at the images of poverty, warfare, hunger and suffering on our TV, or at the plight
of those surviving on state benefits, deprived of the freedom of choice, suffices to
convince us of the spiritual superiority of the culture of the mall, the supermarket
and the gleaming surfaces. (See Chapter 2, ‘The Consumer as Chooser’.)

In Conclusion

Our pursuit of the consumer as identity-seeker has brought us to a junction. In
one direction, we can pursue the consumer exercising freedom, making choices,
accepting satisfactions and set-backs, reaching compromises and, to a greater or
lesser extent, succeeding in building an ego-ideal that commands the respect of
others and inspires self-love; all this, through the act of consumption. In the
other direction, we can pursue the consumer as an addict, unable to live without
self-delusions, mediated by material goods, which ultimately aggravate his or her
condition. Commodities represent nothing but a daily fix. Difficult questions now
confront us. Is identity a project or a consolation? Are material objects bridges to an
ideal or bridges to nowhere? Does everyone deal with the problem of identity
through consumption in the same way? 

The ambiguities of modern consumption are such that the face of the Western
consumer is open to change. Like the images we examined earlier, it is hardly
surprising that the consumer as identity-seeker has the tendency to metamor-
phose into something else. Like them, it tends to present too monochromatic a
picture of the consumer. Some of us may and do, from time to time, seek identity
by browsing in front of shop windows, purchasing goods and internalizing their
images. These may prove disappointing or may provide considerable support to
our ego-ideals and identities. At other times, however, our identities may be built
around resistance to consumption and consumerism and the subversion of the
symbolism carried by objects. Defying the slogans of advertisers and sneering at
the propaganda of commodities may be as sound enough base for constructing an
ego-ideal as the worship of the shopping mall. Alternatively, we can pursue our
projects of identity by focusing our life-narratives elsewhere. At a time when
workaholics compete with shopoholics, it seems premature to write off the work
ethic. For many, work remains an arena (though of course not the only one)
where identity is fashioned, as indeed is the family (single- or double-parent,
extended or not) and other social networks that defy the neo-tribe sobriquet. And
who would discount social class as a source of identity when practising marketers
busily classify, monitor and target everyone in those terms? The organizations
that we serve also nurture our ego-ideals, either by lending us some of their corpo-
rate aura (Schwartz, 1990) or by serving as objects of ridicule (Gabriel, 1999).

It seems premature, therefore, to conflate the pursuit of identity or the forma-
tion of an ego-ideal with compulsive shopping, the acquisition and display of
commodities and their use to adorn bodies and souls. While the ascetic ideal may
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be gone for good, ostentatious spending can still rouse indignation, as shown by
the roasting occasionally received by celebrities, when seen to go over the top in
their profligacy. Image purchased at too high a cost, undermines esteem. 

If the conflation of identity and consumerism is premature, might the confla-
tion of self with identity be liable to exhaustion? Before closing this chapter, we
may reflect briefly on the privileged position of ‘identity’ in contemporary discus-
sions of selfhood. Is it not possible that identity has become itself a fashion, used
to cover a multitude of sins? It certainly has some of the marks of a fashion: uni-
versal appeal, seeming inevitability, floating signifiers, a cottage industry of media
pundits and image-makers sustaining it and a stream of celebrities embodying it.
One thing is certain, that the prominence of identity since the 1980s has isolated
cultural studies of consumption from addressing numerous types of consumer
behaviour and action that have been of central importance to people ranging
from financial analysts to consumer activists, to many consumers themselves.
What if for a number of us, unaffected by this suggestive apparatus, identity simply
does not exist as a problem or as a project or as anything else? This is how Lévi-
Strauss has described his own experience of self:

I never had, and still do not have, the perception of feeling my personal identity. I appear to
myself as the place where something is going on, but there is no ‘I’, no ‘me’. Each of us is a
kind of crossroads where things happen. The crossroads is purely passive; something
happens there. A different kind of thing, equally valid, happens elsewhere. There is no
choice, it is just a matter of chance. (Lévi-Strauss, 1978: 3–4)

Read as a literal and honest description, rather than as a mischievous structural-
ist aphorism or an Olympian utterance by a sage who stands removed from
mundane matters, this statement suggests that identity may not be such a uni-
versal preoccupation, after all. It is certainly possible to think of ourselves in ways
that do not depend on the output of the identity industry. Could it be that iden-
tity, like other fashions, will eventually exhaust itself, its appeal shrinking to a
niche market kept alive by nostalgia? Some of us may look forward to the day
when identity sheds its psychosociological identity and returns to its forensic-
political roots. But what a challenge that would pose to brands!

The Consumer as Identity-Seeker 95

06-Gabriel-3361(Ch05).qxd  2/23/2006  9:34 AM  Page 95



C
O
R
E

A GUMENTS
Most consumers claim to find pleasure in the goods and services they
consume and economists have defended the view that higher living
standards represent greater happiness. The pursuit of happiness and
pleasure is ensconced in the American Constitution but may require
more than just money. Different types of pleasure are identified,
including pleasure that results from fulfilment of needs and pleasure
that comes with heightened emotional experiences and fantasy.
Aesthetic pleasure, deriving from the consumption of stylish, ‘cool’
products often comes at a cost to those who fail to match the pronoun-
cements of style gurus, and ‘tastes’ can become an instrument of
social ostracism and exclusion. In a narcissistic culture, pleasure deriv-
ing from fantasy all too easily becomes associated with domination and
violence, assuming sadistic qualities that occasionally get acted out.

CHAPTER 6
The Consumer: Hedonist
or Artist?

I will offer one thousand golden pieces to any man who can show me
a new pleasure.

Xerxes
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Pleasure lies at the heart of consumerism. It finds in consumerism a unique
champion that promises to liberate it both from its bondage to sin, duty and

morality as well as from its ties to faith, spirituality and redemption. Consumerism
proclaims pleasure not merely as the right of every individual but also as every
individual’s obligation to him- or herself.

The modern consumer, the modern citizen, cannot evade the constraint of happiness and
pleasure, which in the new ethics is equivalent to the traditional constraint of labor and pro-
duction. … He must constantly be ready to actualize all of his potential, all of his capacity for
consumption. If he forgets, he will be gently reminded that he has no right not to be happy.
(Baudrillard, 1988b[1970]: 48–9)

Consumerism seeks to reclaim pleasure, not least physical, sensuous pleasure,
from sanctimonious moralizing and the grim heritage of the Protestant ethic,
which said ‘Work! Work! Work!’. It celebrates the diversity of pleasures to be
obtained from commodities, proposing such pleasures as realistic, attainable goals
of everyday life. Enjoying life means consuming for pleasure, not consuming for
survival or for need. If we fail to enjoy life, it may be that we are failing to look
after ourselves, weighed down by self-inflicted hang-ups and inhibitions. The pur-
suit of pleasure, untarnished by guilt or shame, becomes the bedrock of a new
moral philosophy, a new image of the good life. But how well does this image
match the realities of contemporary consumption? How realistic is the project of
attaining pleasure through material possessions? And to what extent do we, as
consumers, answer the call of consumerism to enjoy ourselves? These are some of
the issues that this chapter addresses.

The World of Commodities and the Pursuit of Pleasure

Western consumption, Bauman, Bourdieu, Baudrillard and countless other have
argued, is a realm of seduction – alluring and glamorous. Few can escape its temp-
tations, certainly not the poor whether they live in the First, the Second or the
Third Worlds. Since the collapse of Eastern-style communism, consumerism has
emerged as a global hegemonic idea, underpinning capitalist accumulation, free
trade and the riotous commodification of everything (see ‘Introduction: The Faces
of the Consumer’). Consumer capitalism raises commodity fetishism to heights
undreamed of by Marx. As goods leave the world of production to enter the
sphere of display, circulation and consumption, they become objects of fantasy
and instruments of pleasure. As Abercrombie has argued:

Not only are the denizens of modern society consumers, they are also consumerist. Their
lives are organized around fantasies and daydreams about consuming; they are hedonists,
primarily interested in pleasure, and sensual pleasure at that; they are individualists, largely
pursuing their own ends and uncaring about others. (Abercrombie, 1994: 44)

In The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism, Daniel Bell (1976) identified the cen-
tral contradiction of late capitalism as one between the discipline, rationality and
asceticism required in production and the spend-happy hedonism and waste of
consumption. For Bauman (1988, 1992, 1997, 2001), a decade later, the contra-
diction has turned into symbiosis. Seduction becomes a mechanism of control;
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the consumer’s pursuit of pleasure enables him or her to endure the rigours of life
under the capitalist reality principle, that is, alienating work, the threat of unem-
ployment or worse. Pleasure, for so long the enemy of the capitalist project,
against which no resource of puritanical morality was spared, is now mobilized to
support the project. Pleasure and reality principles are at last reconciled.

In the present consumer phase, the capitalist system deploys the pleasure principle for its own
perpetuation. Producers moved by the pleasure principle would spell disaster to a profit-
guided economy. Equally, if not more disastrous, would be consumers who are not moved by
the same principle. … For the consumer, reality is not the enemy of pleasure. The tragic
moment has been removed from the insatiable drive to enjoyment. Reality, as the consumer
experiences it, is a pursuit of pleasure. Freedom is about the choice between greater and lesser
satisfactions, and rationality is about choosing the first over the second. (Bauman, 1992: 50)

In Pursuing Happiness: American Consumers in the Twentieth Century, Stanley
Lebergott argues that ‘in open societies, human consumption choices share one
characteristic – they are made in pursuit of happiness’ (Lebergott, 1993: 8). He then
goes on to provide extensive economic documentation of the massive increases in
US consumption since the end of the 19th-century, for example, an hour’s work in
1990 earned on average six times more than it did in 1900. Lebergott dismisses the
notions both that consumers are manipulated into purchasing items that do not
afford them pleasure and that the variety and glamour of these items represent eco-
nomic inefficiency and waste. Instead, he views the immense variety of commodi-
ties on display in shops as evidence that American consumers have never had it so
good in terms of the quantity, quality and variety of things they consume and that
American workers ‘exchanged their labor hours for goods and services at a better
rate than workers did in almost any other nation’ (Lebergott, 1993: 68). Aware of
their privileges in comparison with the rest of the world, US consumers are both
proud of their consumerist culture and capable of taking advantage of it, he says.
They make expert choices, refusing to be lured by unrealistic claims, contemptu-
ously killing countless products that do not make it in the marketplace.

Lebergott, writing in the Reaganite 1980s, is especially scathing in his criticism
of Tibor Scitovsky, an economist who in the 1970s had challenged (1) the eco-
nomic assumption of consumer sovereignty, that is, that consumers choose what-
ever best satisfy their needs, and (2) the view that American consumers are either
capable or willing to spend their money and even more importantly their time on
things that give pleasure. Scitovsky (1976), for example, argued that Americans
are far less concerned with the taste of the food they eat than its nutritional quali-
ties and its convenience. To Scitovsky’s idea that American consumers sacrifice
pleasure for comfort, Lebergott counters:

The United States does indeed lack an official corps of tasters and chewers, to decide which
dinners are ‘good, representative.’ But what of the vast, untidy party of amateurs who exhort
and instruct in newspaper food columns? And what of the best-sellers in US bookstores for
decades – cookbooks? This record hardly demonstrates any ‘lack of interest in the pleasures
of food.’ (Lebergott, 1993: 9)

Unlike Scitovsky, Lebergott scorns to distinguish between necessities and luxuries.
One of the most interesting features of his argument is that ‘necessities’ make as
big a contribution to the consumers’ pursuit of pleasure as luxuries, since they free
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consumers from the drudgery of housework and extend their free time. Thus
convenience foods, such as tinned peas, which for Scitovsky epitomize the
Americans’ indifference to the pleasures of the palate, are for Lebergott vehicles of
pleasure – through them consumers free themselves from the drudgery of shopping
for, cleaning, cutting up and preparing fresh vegetables. The greatest increases in
consumer expenditure since 1900, he notes, went to those items ‘that promised
to extend lifetime hours of worthwhile experience,’ for example, labour-saving
devices, cars, convenience food, heating, lighting and more recently medicine
(Lebergott, 1993: 36). He estimates that each American housewife spent 32 fewer
hours weekly on meals and cleaning up between 1910 and 1975 (1993: 59).

One question that arises is how are consumers spending their ‘free’ time? In
‘quality time’ with their loved ones, in hobbies and other pleasure-imparting activ-
ities as Lebergott implies, or in increased travel times to and from work, shopping
centres, and so on, or watching TV, as work by Gershuny (1992), Postman (1986)
and others suggests? While Lebergott builds an impressive argument on the back of
the grim picture of the labour-intensive domestic chores that filled most people’s
(especially women’s) lives at the turn of the century, he fails to establish pleasure as
the object of contemporary consumerism. True, the burden of doing the laundry or
the washing up by hand, of fetching fuel and cleaning fireplaces, of baking bread
and making and mending clothes, have been lightened. But can people today be
said to be either happier or more pleasure-driven than their grandparents? Discom-
fort avoidance, curiosity and status thirst (the first two endorsed by Scitovsky) could
replace ‘happiness’ in Lebergott’s arguments without any loss of coherence. Buying
a dishwasher may have little to do with the pleasurable activities that one may pur-
sue while the machine gently washes away the grime, using up fossil fuel energy and
polluting the world at the same time. Instead, one could see the purchase of a dish-
washer as a discomfort-avoidance device, a status symbol or numerous other things.

Hedonism Old and New

Like many economists, Lebergott uses a quasi-democratic argument against arbiters
of taste who distinguish between high-brow and low-brow pleasures, to defend the
axiom that ordinary consumers, rather than aesthetes, academics, state planners,
environmentalists, consumer activists and bureaucrats, or even producers, know
best what pleases them. Lebergott’s hedonism is axiomatic and, as a result, it adds
little theoretical value, although it acts as a firm ideological support to enthusiasts
of the free market. The axiom that what saves time is useful and what is useful is
pleasurable is directly attacked by Campbell (1989), who has developed one of the
most advanced positions of contemporary consumption as a unique and highly
elaborate form of pleasure-seeking. Campbell’s account of consumerism stands out
from other commentaries in numerous respects. First, Campbell refuses to separate
the sphere of consumption from that of production, each characterized by its own
‘ethic’. Unlike Bell and even Bauman, he argues that the same psychocultural forces
that drive a pleasure-orientated consumption also account for the broad range of
work attitudes, normally subsumed under the Protestant work ethic label. Second,
Campbell, almost alone among contemporary cultural theorists seriously explores
the meaning of pleasure, both establishing its differences from utilitarian concepts
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such as need and satisfaction and identifying different modes of constructing and
deriving pleasure. Third, Campbell provides a convincing and highly detailed
picture of the original qualities of contemporary hedonism, which places it apart
from traditional hedonism, yet maintains the centrality of pleasure. In this way, he
provides an intriguing, though controversial, way of absorbing dissatisfaction, frus-
tration and loss into an essentially hedonistic outlook on life.

The first of several astute distinctions made by Campbell is between pleasure
and utility, conflated by utilitarianism and confused by economists. Like
Baudrillard (1988b[1970]), Campbell criticizes the concept of utility by reviewing
Galbraith’s (1967) arguments. But while Baudrillard goes on to distinguish between
use-values and sign-values of commodities, Campbell explores utility and pleasure
as distinct motivational principles, the former deriving from need, the latter aim-
ing at pleasure. Need represents the disturbance of a state of psychological equili-
brium; it is based on absence, on lack, on necessity. By contrast, pleasure, argues
Campbell, is ‘not so much a state of being as a quality of experience’ (Campbell,
1989: 60). Desire is triggered by the presence in one’s environment of ‘a recognized
source of pleasure (1980: 60). Campbell’s account of the pleasure principle could
hardly be more different from that of Freud (1920, 1984b[1923]), who following
Schopenhauer saw pleasure as essentially a negative phenomenon, a struggle to
release oneself from unpleasure, pleasure being the lowering of tension that follows
the gratification of an instinctual impulse. By contrast, the pursuit of pleasure, for
Campbell, does not seek to restore an earlier state of disturbed equilibrium, but is a
quest for a certain kind of stimulus that will bring about a pleasurable experience.
Stimulation is therefore itself part of the pleasurable experience.

Both needs and desires drive consumption, although in modern societies desire
assumes an ever-increasing role. Unlike Baudrillard, Campbell does not deny the
continuing existence of needs or the merging of needs and desires. Hunger is para-
digmatic of need, sexuality of desire. The two often operate in tandem; a meal may
both yield pleasure and satisfy hunger. More importantly, however, guaranteed
satisfaction saps the potential for pleasure. In the presence of guaranteed satisfac-
tion by regular meals or routine sex, the pleasure-yielding potential of eating or
sexual activities are moderated. Comfort undermines pleasure.

In spite of the fact that they may merge or oppose each other, needs and
desires represent very different motivational principles. Needs are far more tied to
specific means of satisfaction than desires. Hunger can only be met with food.
Desire, by contrast, can be stimulated by a wide variety of objects and can migrate
from one experience to another. More importantly, while needs are tied to
objects, desires can wander into a world of fantasy and imagination; ‘whilst only
reality can provide satisfaction, both illusions and delusions can supply pleasure’
(Campbell, 1989: 61).

Campbell now draws a second crucial distinction, between traditional and
modern hedonism. Traditional hedonism is a hedonism of a multitude of plea-
sures, a hedonism of sensations attached to the senses, taste, smell, touch, sight
and hearing. Modern hedonism, on the other hand, seeks pleasure not in sensa-
tion but in emotion accompanying all kinds of experiences, including what may
be called sad or painful ones. Traditional hedonism is epitomized in the lives of
luxury and opulence of potentates, princes and the super-rich. Their tables are
spread with an abundance of exotic foods, their palaces decorated with artistic
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masterpieces. Musicians, comedians and entertainers are on call to offer finer and
higher pleasures; harems, jugglers and fools to gratify lower ones. But, as Xerxes’
heart-rending pronouncement at the opening to this chapter makes plain, ‘guar-
anteed satisfaction’ jades the senses. Pleasure becomes the ultimate scarce commod-
ity for the traditional hedonist. Boredom and dissatisfaction set in.

When comfort kills pleasure, pleasure may be sought in new stimuli, less pre-
dictable, less comfortable, more dangerous. Comfort must yield to adventure. Few
potentates have the courage or the latitude of doing so, without risking their power,
wealth and status. Some may turn to hunting or to mixing incognito with lesser
mortals as a means towards greater excitement; invading Greece seemed to provide
Xerxes with the ultimate thrill in 480 BC. Such pursuits are certainly not consistent
with comfort, yet it is only through exposing oneself to hardships and dangers that
the project of hedonism can stay on course; hence, far from being the opposite to
hedonism, adventure, hardship and privation become, for Campbell, its logical cul-
mination. These ‘adventurous’ pursuits provide the bridge between traditional and
modern hedonism. What sets modern hedonism apart from traditional hedonism
is the emphasis on emotion and the submission of emotion to a special type of self-
control that enables any emotion, including fear, pity, grief or nostalgia, to yield
pleasure. This self-control disengages emotion from action and reinterprets it as a
source of pleasure. Anger, for instance, can be greatly pleasurable if it can be
stopped from turning into physical violence. Spectators of professional wrestling,
for example, can be driven to paroxysms of rage by the orgy of evil unfolding in
front of their eyes (Barthes, 1973). This is highly enjoyable for the spectators, so
long as they do not join in on the mêlée, and even more so if the worst villains
among the wrestlers meet with the most terrifying punishment. That terror itself
can be highly thrilling is no more eloquently illustrated than by the successes of
ever more frightening roller-coaster rides.

It can now be seen how important puritanism, with its emphasis on emotional
control, was in promoting modern hedonism. By blocking feeling as a motive
for action and replacing it with rational calculation, puritanism did not kill feel-
ing; instead, it made it available to support a new mechanism of pleasure, one
deriving not from the senses but from experience.

Unlike traditional hedonism, however, [pleasure] is not gained solely, or even primarily,
through the manipulation of objects and events in the world, but through a degree of con-
trol over their meaning. In addition, the modern hedonist possesses the very special power
to conjure up stimuli in the absence of any externally generated sensations. This control is
achieved through the power of imagination, and provides infinitely greater possibilities for
the maximization of pleasurable experiences than was available under traditional, realistic
hedonism to even the most powerful of potentates. This derives not merely from the fact
that there are virtually no restrictions upon the faculty of imagination, but also from the fact
that it is completely within the hedonist’s own control. It is this highly rationalized form of
self-illusory hedonism which characterizes modern pleasure-seeking. (Campbell, 1989: 76)

Consumerism and the New Hedonism

If the key to modern hedonism is the quest for pleasure via emotional experience
rather than sensory stimulation, then modern consumption can be seen as an
elaborate apparatus enabling individuals to imagine the dramas that afford them
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pleasure, to dream the scenarios that fulfil their desires. What commodities do is
to act as props for the imagination, as stimulants for a reverie in which longing
and fulfilment coincide.

In modern, self-illusory hedonism, the individual is ... an artist of the imagination, someone
who takes images from memory or the existing environment, and rearranges them or
otherwise improves them in his mind in such a way that they become distinctly pleasing. No
longer are they ‘taken as given’ from past experience, but crafted into unique products, plea-
sure being the guiding principle. In this sense, the contemporary hedonist is a dream artist,
the special skills possessed by modern man making this possible. (Campbell, 1989: 79)

Consider the fashion of South American hammocks. The importation of ham-
mocks from Peru, Bolivia and Paraguay is a curious reversal of the 19th-century,
when hammocks mass-produced from Manchester wiped out South American
production (Gott, 1993). Currently, hammocks are very popular with British
workaholics, who evidently imagine themselves luxuriating in the sunshine, relax-
ing, at peace with themselves and with the world. The hammock becomes the stim-
ulus for a longing reverie, at once unrealistic and unrealizable, frustrating and yet
strangely fulfilling. If many of the hammocks sold are rarely used, and, if when they
are used they fail to yield much relaxing time (since people who day-dream about
hammocks are the very people unable to relax), these things hardly matter. To these
people, the pleasure afforded by the hammock is at the level of fantasy, rather than
as an object. The enjoyment of products as parts of fantasies and the fantasies about
products are crucial feature of modern consumerism and may explain why window
shopping or looking at magazines of unaffordable items can be enjoyable.

Modern consumption, according to Campbell, is built around day-dreaming,
‘envisaged as an activity that mixes the pleasures of fantasy with those of reality’
(Campbell, 1989: 85). Desire becomes itself subject to control, nurtured, encour-
aged, stimulated so long as it affords pleasure. Deferred gratification is no sacrifice
of pleasure but a state of increased excitation, at once frustrating and enjoyable,
endured in the interest of heightened pleasures ahead. Disillusionment in hedo-
nism of this type is not the result of dulling of the senses, as it is with traditional
hedonism, but the result of the fact that imagined pleasures are always greater than
actual ones, that as the poet Keats said, ‘heard melodies are sweet, those unheard
are sweeter’ (quoted in Campbell, 1989: 87). Dissatisfaction with reality, a general-
ized tristesse, becomes the back-cloth against which the consumer as a dream artist
can embroider his or her fantasies. ‘Thus the contemporary hedonist not only tends
to welcome deferred gratification, but may also prematurely abandon a source of
pleasure, as, by doing so, he maximizes the opportunities for indulging the emo-
tions of grief, sorrow, nostalgia, and, of course, self-pity’ (Campbell, 1989: 88).

Campbell’s account of hedonism reveals consumer culture to be a space where
a wide range of emotions can be experienced, through a combination of real and
imagined stimuli. A bungee jump, a visit to one of the numerous terror attractions
(Madame Tussaud’s, the London Dungeons, and so on) or watching a horror movie
are all experiences in terror; a visit at the Holocaust museum in Washington, DC
becomes an experience in grief; the purchase of a gift for a loved one becomes an
experience in romantic love and so on. Experiences fade with repetition, hence
self-illusory hedonism is always seeking novelty, uniqueness and adventure, while
at all times seeking to maintain control over the intensity of stimulation, balancing
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endurable longing with a kaleidoscopic survey of emotions and delectable morsels
of pleasure.

The cycle of desire – acquisition – use – disillusionment – renewed desire is a general feature
of modern hedonism, and applies to romantic interpersonal relationships as much as the
consumption of cultural products such as clothes and records. (Campbell, 1989: 90)

This type of hedonism finds its ideal in romanticism, which:

had the effect of casting the individual of true virtue in the role of an opponent to ‘society’,
whose conventions he must deny if only to secure proof of his genius and passion. At the
same time, he becomes not merely a virtuoso in feeling but also in pleasure, something he
must prove by creating cultural products which yield pleasure to others. Pleasure indeed
becomes the crucial means of recognizing that ideal truth and beauty which imagination
reveals – it is the ‘grand elementary principle’ in life – and thus becomes the means by which
enlightenment and moral renewal can be achieved through art. (Campbell, 1989: 203)

Under the Romantic Ethic, the modern consumer fuses hedonism with an aes-
thetic attitude to life, seeking to emulate the artist in his or her pursuit of plea-
sures through the medium of imagination, repudiation of ‘easy’ pleasures or
comforts in the interest of controlled stimulation and quest for a highly individ-
ual style. Here, Campbell joins an important tradition of consumer studies, which
underlines the so-called aestheticization of everyday life, according to which
everyday consumer objects are infected with aesthetic considerations, becoming
signs of style and taste, and losing their functional qualities (see, for example,
Ewen, 1990; Featherstone, 1991; Lury, 1996; Miller, 1987; Pountain and Robins,
2000; Slater, 1997; Willis, 1990). Western consumers will spend enormous amounts
of time decorating their homes, choosing their clothes, food and other goods,
planning their holidays, forever mixing ingredients, as if they were trying not
merely to create works of art but to discover a uniquely individual style. To do so,
commodities must appear forgetful of being use-values, and must appear exclu-
sively as objects of pure taste. This, according to Bourdieu:

asserts the absolute primacy of form over function, of the mode of representation over the
object represented, [and] categorically demands a purely aesthetic disposition which earlier
art demanded only conditionally. The demiurgic ambition of the artist, capable of applying
to any object the pure intention of an artistic effort which is an end in itself, calls for unlim-
ited repetitiveness on the part of the aesthete capable of applying the specifically aesthetic
intention to any object, whether or not it has been produced with aesthetic intention.
(Bourdieu, 1984: 30)

The corollary of the aestheticization of everyday life is the de-aestheticization of
art. Surrealist painting initiated the project of stripping objects of art of their tran-
scendental qualities and mystique, either by parodying well-known masterpieces
(Dali adding a moustache to the Mona Lisa) or by presenting everyday objects as
artwork. Many museums today routinely display ‘ordinary’ objects of everyday life,
inviting the visitor to turn them into artistic works through the use of imagination.

The great advantage of Campbell’s account over most others highlighting the
artistic qualities of modern consumption is that it keeps both pleasure and dis-
satisfaction in the picture, built as it is on a sophisticated theory of desire and
stimulation. Tastes and aesthetic preferences are not arbitrary social constructions,
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but are derivative of romantic sensibilities pursuing pleasure. Trivial objects of
everyday life become charged with aestheticism, not because of Veblenesque
status concerns, nor because individuals are influenced by taste-makers or ‘new
cultural intermediaries’ working in the media, design, fashion, advertising and
information (Bourdieu, 1984), but because they become objects of emotion acti-
vating pleasurable reveries. Furthermore, Campbell offers strong arguments for
why dissatisfaction, inextricably linked with the pursuit of pleasure, drives inno-
vation. His hedonist-consumers are inexorably drawn to exploration and experi-
mentation. Above all, Campbell offers one of the few plausible explanations of
why consumers may be pursuing horror, fright, anger, sadness, and even pain as
part of the pursuit of pleasure.

The relative weaknesses in Campbell’s account of modern consumption are
paradoxically linked to his success in elucidating pleasure. His account of the
pleasure principle is, as we saw, rich in insights, more dynamic and in some ways
more convincing than the psychoanalytic account of the same concept, which is
connected to homoeostasis and the reduction of tension. Yet, where Freud saw
the world conspiring against individual pleasure, Campbell sees no such limita-
tions. For Freud, the pleasure principle must be continuously modified, compro-
mised and deflected according to the demands of reality:

What decides the purpose of life is simply the programme of the pleasure principle. This prin-
ciple dominates the operation of the mental apparatus from the start. There can be no doubt
about its efficacy, and yet its programme is at loggerheads with the whole world, with the
macrocosm as much as the microcosm. There is no possibility at all of its being carried
through; all the regulations of the universe run counter to it. (Freud, 1985b[1930]: 76)

Unlike the psychoanalytic account of libido forever torn between pleasure and
social bonding, forever frustrated by necessity, Campbell’s pleasure principle rules
supreme:

Modern hedonism presents all individuals with the possibility of being their own despot,
exercising total control over the stimuli they experience, and hence the pleasure they
receive. (Campbell, 1989: 76)

The main limitations on pleasure entertained by Campbell appear to be those
originating in the nature of pleasure, the dulling effects of comfort and the dimin-
ishing intensity of pleasure itself. This view does not explain what happens when
one individual’s pleasure inhibits the pleasure of somebody else. Nor what hap-
pens when one individual’s pleasure runs counter to the broader institutions of
morality, religion or law. Finally, it seems that Campbell’s individual can pursue
his Quixotic adventures, oblivious to the necessities and hardships of life or any
other external demands.

While much of Campbell’s discussion occurs at the level of macro-social and
cultural trends across several centuries, the picture he paints of the modern con-
sumer is highly individualistic. The pleasure principle, as he conceives it, operates
across classes, races, genders, ages and all other social and cultural distinctions.
Unlike Douglas and Isherwood (1978), who view the solitary consumer as a
fiction, consumers emerge from Campbell’s discussions as solitary creatures, indi-
vidually pursuing pleasure, absorbed in their reveries, more or less oblivious of
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each other. Campbell’s severe criticism of Veblen, his contemptuous dismissal of
Packard’s (1981[1957]) thesis of consumer manipulation, his steadfast refusal to
relate fantasy with escapism or substitute gratification and his indifference to the
social, political and communicative dimensions of consumption all underline his
uncompromising commitment to pleasure as the totalizing principle at the heart
of modern consumption. His account, however, serves as a warning of some of
the absurdity that one ends up with, when seeing contemporary consumption
through a single prism. It would be bizarre to envisage a single mother shopping
for her weekly groceries as lost in a reverie of pleasure.

Social Hedonism

To Campbell’s uncompromisingly solipsistic hedonism, it is interesting to juxta-
pose Bourdieu’s social hedonism. Bourdieu’s book Distinction: A Social Critique of the
Judgement of Taste (1984) caused quite a substantial public debate when first pub-
lished in France, partly because it was seen as debunking the concept of taste
(notably ‘high-brow taste’) by re-integrating aesthetic consumption with ordinary
everyday consumption. Bourdieu combines an emphasis on hedonism with an
insistence that consumption is a set of practices establishing social differences,
viewing consumers both as pleasure-seeking (like Campbell) and as hungry for dis-
tinction (like Douglas and Isherwood). Tastes, according to Bourdieu, emerge at
once as avenues towards pleasure and as a class phenomenon, as a form of cultural
capital and as an instrument of oppression.

Bourdieu’s arguments draw on two extensive surveys on consumer tastes and
lifestyles carried out in France in the 1960s. Judged on their own merit, these sur-
veys are both outdated and methodologically mechanistic, suffering from all the
familiar shortcomings of attempting to capture a person’s lifestyle, tastes and
meanings through standardized inflexible questions. Nevertheless, these surveys
enable Bourdieu to argue that there are important differences in how different
social classes, or even class factions, derive pleasure. The food and the drinks they
consume, the films and TV programmes they watch, the cars they drive and the
ways they furnish and decorate their homes are not merely governed by different
tastes but reveal fundamentally different modes of deriving pleasure, different
aesthetics, different pleasure principles.

The key to these differences is what he calls the ‘Kantian aesthetic’, which is cen-
tral to middle-class lifestyles, yet entirely absent from working-class lifestyles. For
Kant, the aesthetic experience occupies a position between morality and sensuous-
ness and centres on the faculty of judgement. Judgement mediates between theo-
retical reason and practical reason, through the feeling of pleasure; its realm is art.
Aesthetic experience rejects immediate sensuous pleasures in favour of abstract
appreciation of the artistic, which comes through the faculty of imagination.
Beauty, according to this view, is neither floating freely in an external world, nor
the direct corollary of sensuous pleasure, but is creatively constituted through the
work of imagination. Thus beauty can be discovered in an object’s form as well as
in the mode of its representation, if the object can be approached in a detached,
disinterested manner that completely disregards its use or material composi-
tion. Even objects that could be classed as ‘ugly’, can therefore become beautiful.
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A photograph of rotting vegetables, a painting of an ugly man or a grotesque inter-
lude in the midst of a symphony can all afford great aesthetic pleasure if the object
can be released from its bondage to both pleasure and usage and turned into a ‘free’
being, signifying nothing but itself, through the free play of imagination.

Bourdieu rejects the Kantian theory as a theory of aesthetic judgement (respect-
ful parodying in the title of his book Kant’s Critique of Judgement) but accepts it as a
description of bourgeois aesthetics. He regards the detached, aloof disposition of
the Kantian aesthetic not as a mental faculty, but as an orientation concomitant to
the affluence of today’s bourgeoisie and an instrument of social distinctions. The
crux of his argument is that while the middle-class embrace the Kantian aesthetic,
cultivating tastes for the abstract, the working-class aesthetic is that of popular
culture, dictated by necessity and tied to both function and sensuous pleasure. This
fundamental difference cuts across every aspect of taste. The working-class invari-
ably seeks direct gratification while the middle-class seeks ‘style’.

Bourdieu provides numerous illustrations of this dichotomy, ranging from food
and drink to photography, from music to home decoration. A couple of his exam-
ples will suffice. Working people like food, plentiful in protein, nutritious, what
Orwell in The Road to Wigan Pier described as ‘a little bit “tasty”’. (Orwell, 1962: 803)
Pleasure is synonymous to an ‘honest’ and unfussy but abundant assortment of
‘strong’ food, which ultimately reflects the value of virility, rooted in physical work.
By contrast middle-class tastes weigh heavily towards elaborately prepared food,
sauces, and so on, the uses of exotic ingredients (like rare mushrooms), or, towards
the extreme simplicity of nouvelle cuisine. These emphasize the ‘higher and finer’
qualities inherent in preparation and presentation and, in the extreme, seem to
deny that food is anything quite as vulgar as nourishment.

Similar illustrations are offered by Bourdieu from music (working-class prefer
music with strong melodic and rhythmic content, middle-class prefer avant-garde),
photography (working-class prefer pictures of garish sunsets or innocent children
at first communion, middle-class prefer pictures of dissected cabbages or car
crashes) and others. In Bourdieu’s account the aestheticization of everyday life is a
middle-class affliction, rather than a totalizing principle of late capitalism as for
some postmodern thinkers. If middle-class consumers approach their clothing,
eating and home furnishing with an anti-functional, detached outlook, this is not the
same for working-class lifestyles. ‘Nothing is more alien to working-class women
than the typically bourgeois idea of making each object in the home the occasion
for an aesthetic choice’ (Bourdieu, 1984: 47). For Bourdieu, even where the same
commodity is consumed by different social classes, its meaning will vary. Where
some movie-goers watch a ‘Western starring Burt Lancaster’, others have watched
‘the latest Sam Peckinpah’; these are vastly different ways of seeing the same film,
at once reflecting different tastes, generating different pleasures and producing
social distinctions (Bourdieu, 1984: 28).

Consumers’ tastes, for Bourdieu, have darker, less innocent qualities than they do
for Campbell or indeed economists. Aesthetic judgements act as a form of thought
terrorism (a favourite term of Bourdieu’s) cutting across social classes and fractions.

Terrorism [lies] in the peremptory verdicts which, in the name of taste, condemn to ridicule,
indignity, shame, silence (here one could give examples, taken from everyone’s familiar uni-
verse), men and women who simply fall short, in the eyes of their judges, of the right way of
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being and doing; it [lies] in the symbolic violence through which the dominant groups endeav-
our to impose their own life-style, and which abounds in the glossy weekly magazines: ‘Con-
forama is the Guy Lux of furniture’, says Le Nouvel Observateur, which will never tell you that
the Nouvel Obs is the Club Méditeraneé of culture. There is terrorism in all such remarks, flashes
of self-interested lucidity sparked off by class hatred and contempt. (Bourdieu, 1984: 511)

Insults rarely hurt more than when aimed at the adversary’s ‘taken for granted
preferences’; few types of social humiliation can match the dismissal of someone’s
tastes. ‘You like X? Oh dear, it’s so passé/common!’ where X can be anything from
digital watches, dried tomatoes to yesterday’s music idol or theories of Althusser
or Baudrillard. Conversely, argues Bourdieu, a transgression of the aesthetic decrees
of ‘high culture’ will outrage the bourgeois more effectively than the breach of a
moral code. An improperly dressed person, for example, will incur more hostility
than a sexual deviant. In this way, aesthetics becomes a major terrain of contest
between social classes and fractions, a contest where much pleasure is derived from
terrorizing the adversaries, either by passing judgements on their tastes or by vio-
lating aesthetic codes. If Campbell’s hedonist-consumer is naturally driven towards
the image of the consumer-explorer, Bourdieu’s consumer tends to modulate from
an aesthete into a snob, a sadist or a rebel, pleasure becoming linked, not to dis-
covery and innovation, but to class violence and aggression. Bourdieu’s account of
the different classes’ aesthetics has been criticized from both the left and the right;
the left have accused him of diminishing the working-class lifestyle to a caricature,
while the right have feigned horror at his questioning of their aesthetic taboos (see
Jenkins, 1992 for an overview). Yet he does not seek to evaluate these aesthetics,
since he rejects any transcendental aesthetic qualities. Ultimately, all tastes are
socially constructed, as are their ‘high’ or ‘low’ qualities, that is, distinctions between
tastes. To be sure, the middle-classes may sneer at the vulgarity and ‘cheapness’ of
common culture, just as the working-class may, less blatantly, belittle the airs and
affectations of the high-brows. But for Bourdieu, the two represent fundamentally
different aesthetics. From the two, various social fractions and intermediate or mar-
ginal groups seek to mould their own aesthetics, for example, artlessly aspiring at
high-brow or affectedly ‘opting’ for rustic simplicity. However the mechanisms for
deriving pleasure are essentially different. Working-class lifestyle is one of a ‘realis-
tic (but not resigned) hedonism’ (Bourdieu, 1984: 49), while the middle-class
lifestyle becomes ever more closely aligned to the Kantian aesthetic, concerned
with style, form and distinction.

Bourdieu’s account of consumerism is one that combines a discussion of plea-
sure with a class analysis of tastes and patterns of consumption. In its emphasis
on class differences in consumption, it is only matched by Douglas and
Isherwood’s analysis. Many commentators, however, have found Bourdieu’s class
analysis, not only inaccurate but also patronizing. Jenkins (1992) and Douglas
(Douglas and Isherwood, 1978) herself have argued that style and cultivated/
inane tastes are every bit as important for working-class people as they are for the
middle-classes. Numerous British commentators have established the importance
of style, fashion and fantasy in consumption patterns of young working-class
people, whose preferred tastes in music may be as perplexing to middle-aged,
middle-class people as any avant-garde may be to a working-class audience
(Featherstone, 1991; Fiske, 1989; Pountain and Robins, 2000; Willis, 1990). In
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sum, one suspects that the class dimension in Bourdieu’s argument is at least
outdated or more alarmingly a projection of his own middle-class presumptions.

Comparing Bourdieu’s and Campbell’s hedonistic accounts of modern con-
sumption, one may be tempted to discern an equivalence between the two mech-
anisms of pleasure they each describe. Bourdieu’s Kantian ethic and Campbell’s
modern hedonism hinge on the imagination and on deferred pleasure. Bourdieu’s
realistic hedonism and Campbell’s traditional hedonism are both associated with
instant sensuous pleasure. The former present the consumer as artist or aesthete,
the latter as hedonist. This similarity, however, could be somewhat misleading. For
Bourdieu, taste, culture and pleasure are not only class experiences but historically
constructed ones. An individual learns to enjoy a wide range of objects and activi-
ties, from coffee to frogs’ legs, from Chinese opera to heavy metal music, from jog-
ging to foxhunting on rainy days. Many of these may appear curious to those
‘uneducated’ in these pleasures, yet membership of a social group and induction
into its social tastes substantially determines an individual’s ‘habitus’, which
Bourdieu sees as the range of tastes from which he or she will derive a personal
repertoire. This contrasts with Campbell’s far more individualistic account, where
individuals must discover pleasure for themselves, their aesthetic responses being
a matter of individual psycho-history rather than class or group membership.

Hedonism and Sadism

For all their limitations, images of consumers as hedonists or artists that emerge
from Campbell’s and Bourdieu’s works have a compelling quality. As we stare at
the clothes in a shop window, at the CDs in a record store, at the motor-boats in
our leisure magazine, at the mouth-watering dishes pictured in our Sunday news-
papers or at our neighbour’s smart new car, we experience a feeling that can only
be described as desire, a desire that is at once sweet and frustrating, a desire capa-
ble at times of convulsing our physical being as though it were purely sexual. Such
objects seduce us as though they were sexual objects, sparking off strings of fan-
tasies, which continue to prosper the longer the object remains inaccessible. As
Freud (1985a[1921]) realized in his theory of the relationship between sexual grat-
ification and romantic love, the denial of consummation enhances the idealiza-
tion of the inaccessible object, just as in courtly love the longing was all the
sweeter, the more aloof and unresponsive was the object of the lover’s languor.

The accounts that we have explored in this chapter put pleasure at the centre
of modern consumption and more generally as the central ethic of Western cul-
tures. Happiness is increasingly defined not in terms of achievement or success,
but in broadly hedonistic or aesthetic terms reflected in the ‘quality of life’ both
at and outside the workplace. Happiness is seen neither as a reward for effort or
virtue, nor as the result of fortune. Instead, as Rieff (1959) has brutally put it,
human happiness is a question of the management of pleasure and, therefore, a duty
to oneself. So long as one is not excluded from the seductive world of commodi-
ties by being dependent on the state for survival, being unhappy is inexcusable.
It can only be due to one’s ineptness at managing pleasure.

Neither Campbell nor Bourdieu would seek to vindicate such a position as an
ethical hedonism, the true road to the good life, if such a thing exists. They both
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believe that consumers are deluding themselves in their espousal of the pleasure
principle (in any guise), and their determination to pretend that the grey world
of necessity has melted away. The very shrinking of individual women and
men to the status of consumers, the willingness to define oneself and others
through their standing as consumers is indicative of this self-delusion. Yet, nei-
ther Campbell nor Bourdieu are remotely willing to entertain the notion that
modern hedonism, though its roots lie in delusion, is a form of compensation for
the greyness of life under the reality principle or an escapist form of substitute
gratification. Consumerist fantasies may be detached from reality but the pleasure
they afford is real. This is a position that has been criticized with considerable
eloquence by Christopher Lasch. Lasch has argued over many years that the
pleasures of consumerism are neither innocent in their origins nor in their
implications.

Commodity production and consumerism alter perceptions not just of the self but of the
world outside the self. They create a world of mirrors, insubstantial images, illusions increas-
ingly indistinguishable from reality. The mirror effect makes the subject an object; at the
same time, it makes the world of objects an extension or projection of the self. It is mislead-
ing to characterize the culture of consumption as a culture dominated by things. The con-
sumer lives surrounded not so much by things as by fantasies. He lives in a world that has
no objective or independent existence and seems to exist only to gratify or thwart his desires.
(Lasch, 1984: 30) 

At the heart of this critique lies the connection between hedonism and narcissism,
a link widely discussed in psychoanalytic literature (for example, Gabriel, 1999;
Lasch, 1984). The modern narcissist is the individual who, unable to love and
unwilling to be loved, constantly seeks to derive pleasure from his or her own
image. This he tries to do by embellishing his ego through the consumption of
material and human objects, which become objects of fantasy and desire.
Contemporary hedonism erects a massive edifice of substitute gratifications which,
instead of obliterating, compounds the narcissism and lovelessness of modern life.
As objects of desire, commodities and people are indistinguishable – they are
objects to be used, abused and manipulated for one’s personal enhancement.

Contemporary hedonism ... originates not in the pursuit of pleasure but in the war of all
against all, in which even the most intimate encounters become a form of mutual exploita-
tion. ... This hedonism is a fraud; the pursuit of pleasure disguises a struggle for power.
(Lasch, 1980: 66)

Lasch tries to show the extent to which pleasure in our culture has become
co-extensive with aggression; sex and violence become irredeemably intertwined
in language, in fantasy and in reality. If individuals derive pleasure, aesthetic or
otherwise, from violence or products associated with violence, this is not as
Campbell might have argued because violence just happened to provide a spring-
board for pleasurable fantasies, in the same way that tenderness, love or romance
might have done. Violence becomes one with pleasure, when pleasure becomes
life’s only business, detached from morality or order. If Bourdieu, following
Veblen, clearly envisages the sadistic delights of both snobbery and aesthetic
transgression, Lasch goes a step further. In the Marquis de Sade’s explosive utopia,
where sexual pleasure leads to every humiliation of the other imaginable, even
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as far as mutilation, hacking, tearing, cutting and killing, Lasch finds both the
prototype and terminus of modern hedonism, seeing no distinction between
objects and people as instruments of pleasure. De Sade’s message, coming at the
outset of the French republican era was that uncompromised hedonism, far from
leading to an emotional polytheism, can only lead to one thing, unbridled aggres-
sion. Once moral restraints have been removed, the pursuit of pleasure quickly
turns into violence.

In a society that has reduced reason to mere calculation, reason can impose no limits on the
pursuit of pleasure – on the immediate gratification of every desire no matter how perverse,
insane, criminal, or merely immoral. For the standards that would condemn cruelty derive
from religion, compassion, or the kind of reason that rejects purely instrumental applications;
and none of these outmoded forms of thought or feeling has any logical place in a society
based on commodity production. (Lasch, 1980: 69)

To be sure, de Sade’s vision has not become reality 200 years later. Nevertheless,
aggression has assumed a central position in every aspect of Western life, includ-
ing the predatory nature of personal relationships, the pitiless abuse of nature in
pursuit of ever-higher standards of living, the use of commodities as weapons in
a Veblenesque combat for status and the savagery of modern spectacles.

The fantasies of consumer culture, pleasurable though they may be, have little
of the day-dreaming, bitter-sweet qualities envisaged by Campbell. The material
or human object’s resistance to being possessed, far from heightening the delights
of yearning, spawn murderous fantasies of rape, pillage and destruction. These
occasionally get a chance to be acted out as the dreadful photographs of sexual
abuse of prisoners at the Abu Ghraib prison camp in Iraq have shown. Sexuality
becomes the basis of torture and humiliation, performed ceremonially in front of
the photographic lens. If a narcissist cannot have something, whether it be the
goods in a shop window, the neighbour’s car or the object of his sexual interest,
far from gently dreaming of acquiring it by seduction or payment, he dreams of
smashing it, breaking it or destroying it. Any residual pleasure in the object rests
in its annihilation. Vandalism and destruction are the flip side of consumer hedo-
nism, something that often goes unnoticed among those who preach both the
worship of commodities and respect for human values.

In Conclusion

This bleak picture contrasts sharply with the more upbeat depictions of Western
consumers as pleasure-seekers. But, like them, Lasch sees individuals today as much
more likely to associate happiness with pleasure than with achievement, success or
virtue. They are likely to envisage pleasure as residing in those objects that attract
desire, and in doing so they may treat commodities or people in a similar manner,
as stimulants for fantasies. Life assumes the character of an erotic simmer, a never-
ending process of seduction, maintaining a constant level of desire that migrates
from object to object as they each assume the spotlight in our fantasies.

Different accounts of consumer hedonism take different views on the nature
of pleasure and the extent to which it differs across social classes and other
groups. Nevertheless, there is wide agreement that consumer pleasure lies not so
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much in physical sensation as in total emotional experience, pleasure lies in the
meaning of this experience. While this experience may be fantastic or delusory,
the pleasure is not delusory at all. Thus the pleasure derived from a ‘designer’ ash-
tray lies in its imaginary qualities, which lift it above the mundane realities of its
function, its substance, its price or its future uses. The object is idealized in much
the same way as any object of infatuation is. It seduces us in exactly the same way
that a person might.

Bourdieu and Campbell go some way towards providing an explanation for
the thesis that everyday reality in Western cultures becomes aestheticized, with
objects and activities assuming the qualities of art and losing their functional and
material bearings. Style becomes more important than utility, which acquires a
vulgar, common hue. The consumer as hedonist must be able to derive pleasure
from every item with which he or she comes into contact and everything must be
orientated to that end.

Starting with Lasch, our view is that consumer hedonism is neither playful nor
innocent. Instead it is the outcome of a culture in which the market becomes the
dominant institution regulating relations among individuals and tastes reign
supreme, with little restraint from loyalty, morality, duty or love. Pleasure derived
from material and symbolic manipulation of people and objects entails a sub-
stantial amount of aggression and the pursuit of this type of pleasure may be ulti-
mately futile. The consumer becomes an addict capable of inflicting any amount
of pain on others in order to obtain what he or she believes will satisfy his or her
desires. Consumer hedonism can lead to a complete dead end, reinforcing the
very discontents that drive it. Few have expressed this idea with the force and clar-
ity of an old militant, interviewed by Seabrook:

People aren’t satisfied, only they don’t seem to know why they’re not. The only chance of
satisfaction we can imagine is getting more of what we’ve already got now. But it’s what
we’ve got now that makes everybody dissatisfied. So what will more of it do, make us more
satisfied, or more dissatisfied? (Seabrook, 1978: 132)

Whether today’s consumers are locked in a vicious circle of dependency, frustra-
tion and hate or whether they enjoy in a limited but vital way the satisfactions
available to them, in practice or fantasy, this remains a vital question at the heart
of the debate on today’s consumerism.

Hedonism is an idea that accounts for certain qualities of contemporary con-
sumption; the thrill we get when we acquire an object we like, our insistence on
what we like and what we do not like, and our ability to derive pleasure, thrills
and fun out of seemingly disagreeable experiences. It also can elucidate different
ways in which different social classes, including the very poorest, derive pleasure
out of material objects. The underside of this is that hedonism is neither the only
principle driving today’s consumers, nor the liberating force celebrated by its
apologists.
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A GUMENTS
Victimhood is the flipside of consumer sovereignty. Even when most
free, consumers are open to being defrauded, manipulated and short-
changed. Victimhood, whether conscious or unconscious, has played a
central role in Western debates about modern consumption. Even the
strongest proponents of consumer choice recognize the potential for
consumers to be exploited. However, there are splits between those
who argue that the law is needed to protect consumers from abuse and
those who see the market as being able to provide its own correction.
For the former group, the notion of fairness and use of state power to
determine the level playing field is central. For marketeers, the key issue
is information as the means for oiling the commercial mechanism. In
their view, consumer scares have to be kept in proportion and are not
grounds for mass hypochondria. The organized consumer movement,
however, has argued that only strong advocacy can ultimately protect
and educate consumers. This is particularly pertinent in the new era of
globalization, which has brought increasing distance between producers
and consumers as well as strains upon national traditions of consumer
protection.

CHAPTER 7
The Consumer as Victim

[C]onsumers are being manipulated, defrauded, and injured not just by
marginal businesses or fly-by-night hucksters but by the US blue-chip
business firms …

Ralph Nader (1968)

08-Gabriel-3361(Ch07).qxd  2/23/2006  9:34 AM  Page 112



The Consumer as Victim 113

The idea that consumers are victims no longer enjoys quite the high profile it
once did. While victimhood and empowerment are widely discussed in connec-

tion with particular social groups ranging from women to ethnic minorities or
people with physical disabilities, the world of consumption is not the first to
come to mind when thinking of people as seriously wronged. Is the image of the
consumer as victim therefore a trifle excessive? Should it be used only for serious
injustice, cases where consumption directly threatens life? We think not, although
we recognize that most people think of victimhood as occurring where events are
beyond their control, such as sexual harassment, political or social discrimina-
tion, and so on. Consumers can not only be victims of blatant exploitation and
fraud but may equally create themselves as victims or collude in the victimization
of others. Indeed, the notion that consumers may too easily be victims – be used,
exploited, defrauded, done down – unless better organized and/or protected, is
central to modern notions of what it is to be a consumer. As we show in Chapter 9,
‘The Consumer as Activist’, the experience or threat of victimhood can be a prime
motivation for consumers getting organized.

Although victimhood is as old as any trading system, in the modern senses
that we explore in this book, it was from the 1950s that the image of victimhood
took a really central position in post-war cultural commentaries on Western con-
sumption. Vance Packard’s book, The Hidden Persuaders, was published in 1957
and created a stir with its revelations of consumer manipulation by new tech-
niques of depth psychology and mass advertising (Packard, 1981[1957]). The con-
sumer was seen not only as a victim of unscrupulous commercial interests but
also as fodder for the sophisticated techniques of the emerging science of con-
sumer psychology, drawing on the insights of Freud and their application in mar-
keting (see ‘Introduction: The Faces of the Consumer’). In One Dimensional Man
(Marcuse, 1964), a book that like Packard’s achieved cult status, Herbert Marcuse
launched a powerful attack on late capitalism as compounding the alienation of
the worker by turning people into one-dimensional beings solely preoccupied
with consumption. This post-Second World War critical tradition lost some of
its glamour and momentum in the 1980s when, under the influence of post-
modernism, many cultural commentators began to celebrate consumption as an
active pursuit rather than a passive escapist activity. A new generation of neo-
Marxist commentators represented by the journal Marxism Today began to argue
that consumption holds not only creative but liberating potential (Hall and
Jacques, 1989). In spite of attempts by Lasch (1991), Sklair (1991) and others to
underline the continuing addictive qualities of contemporary consumption (see
Chapters 5 and 6), it would be fair to say that cultural studies lost interest in the
notion of the consumer as victim. Instead, they have sought to present the con-
sumer as an explorer, as a semiotic puzzle-solver, as a bricoleur, as an identity-
seeker, or as we shall see in the Chapter 8, as a rebel.

Rejecting the view propounded by cultural theory, consumer advocates and a
new wave of consumer organizations around the world have highlighted the
increased vulnerabilities of consumers in the age of global consumer capitalism.
In this chapter, we will explore some of these arguments and some of the instances
that fuelled this new critique. In Chapter 9, ‘The Consumer as Activist’, we will
place this in context as movements, developing new new types of campaigning,
product assessment and use of media.
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The Experience of being a Victim

Not so deep beneath the surface of any consumer’s mind is a sense that he or she
may be exploited. The act of consuming taps a deep well of experience from child-
hood onwards. Few childhoods have not experienced the excitement of the first
meaningful purchase of a longed-for toy or sweet. As part of the preparation for
this book’s first edition, we interviewed consumer activists and employees of con-
sumer organizations from several different countries. We asked some of them if
they could remember their first significant purchase. After sometimes intense
interviews discussing the complexities of consumer activism and the challenges
ahead, their eyes would light up and smile as they told of a mother giving money
to buy a sweet or some early excitement. One, brought up in an isolated, near self-
sufficient community in a developing country, told of the awe of being allowed
to buy a canned drink on a trip out to town, an unheard of luxury. To anticipate
such pleasure on every occasion (explored in Chapter 6, ‘The Consumer: Hedonist
or Artist?’) is an unrealistic expectation. One is bound to be disappointed. The
excitement of the early experience of consumer power, such as buying your own
toy, is counterbalanced by the bitterness or disappointment from a purchase that
failed to live up to expectations – the toy that quickly fell apart, the sweet that
looked nice but wasn’t – or that went wrong. The consumer as victim is, in this
respect, the other side of the coin of consumer as pleasure-seeker.

As people get older, they often get more pleasure from giving than receiving and
few purchases maintain the sense of excitement; yet the notion of being a victim
has taken psychological root. The common identification of consuming and shop-
ping as a female preserve means that women’s cultural experience of oppression
transfers easily to their experience of consuming. Consuming makes one vulnera-
ble, at risk, a potential victim. Is it accidental that many of those who work in con-
sumer organizations are women? In the late 20th-century, however, consuming
became much more a pleasure within conceptions of masculinity; to that extent
the postmodernists reflected and voiced a transition. But this came fraught with
difficulties for males, too; shopping failure can be a highly charged experience.
Those who are accustomed to being powerful at work, in public places, let alone the
home, can easily be a victim on the high street or in the shopping mall.

Anyone who has been in the first line of contact with the public as con-
sumers, or who trains people to deal with the public, is familiar with instances
when shopping, eating at a restaurant, queuing for service, can generate situa-
tions during which tempers can fray, emotions can be raw, and social dynamics
can take off in all kinds of potentially uncontrollable directions. As a result, the
shop assistant, the waiter, the check-out till operator are frequently expected to
exhibit extraordinary patience in dealing with the frustrations and anger of con-
sumers who feel that their rights have been violated. Front-line staff usually only
survive psychologically in their dealings with the public if they adopt one con-
sistent style of dealing with them; this may be a style of identifying with the
customer or of remaining distant, cool and professional (Pines and Aronson,
1989). Hopping from ‘being solicitous to the customer’ to ‘frozen indifference’
puts tremendous strain on the employee. Assertiveness training both for customers
and staff is sometimes presented as the way of overcoming victimhood and
achieving one’s rights, an assumption about how to engender successful outcomes
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of victimhood that has been absorbed by the currently fashionable rhetoric of
empowerment.

The psycho-therapeutic language of empowerment and self-assertion has close
associations with the social construct of consumers as victims. Empowerment sug-
gests an evolution from ‘whingeing’ about failure, via knowing how to complain,
to the pinnacle of self-assertion. The model is almost straight from the American
so-called humanist or Third Force (neither Freudian nor behaviourist) psycho-
logists Abraham Maslow (1970[1954]), or Carl Rogers (1951). In effect, empower-
ment through consumption is not always easy for consumers to accomplish; nor
is it always possible to find their rights through recourse to the state, even when
the state acknowledges them. In the last decades of the 20th-century, the domi-
nant deregulatory ideology ensured that a reference to the need for protection
could be countered by a gibe about the nanny state or spoon-feeding. When the
US Federal Trade Commission proposed controls on TV advertising for sugared
cereals for children, for instance, the Washington Post accused it of becoming a
national nanny (Aaker and Day, 1982: 2). Over 20 years later, when there was
worldwide attention on childhood obesity and, once again, attention of the mis-
match between desirable dietary intake and what is advertised and targeted at
children, the same argument was used by the food industry. ‘Nanny state’, ‘unwar-
ranted intrusion on liberties’, the ‘right to be unhealthy’, all these notions were
marshalled to attack health campaigners (Brownell and Horgen, 2004; Hastings
et al., 2003; Nestle, 2002).

The notion of empowerment can be an excuse for ignoring the unequal
terrain: knowledgeable company versus atomized, under-resourced and under-
educated individual consumer and can enshrine an individualized notion of the
consumer and his or her rights. Even before late 20th-century’s unprecedented
burst of consumption, the dream of Redfern, an early champion of consumers
from within the Co-operative movement (arguably the first movement to take the
risk of institutionalized victimhood seriously) was that consumers would unite
co-operatively and organize politically. The only way, Redfern and his co-thinkers
argued, for consumers to avoid victimhood is to foster a collective consumer expe-
rience (Redfern, 1920: 55). But who could do this organizing? The Co-operative
movement said: consumers should combine and do it themselves, by owning the
means of production. By the second half of the 20th-century, this model was on
the wane, surviving more as ‘light’ rather than ‘deep’ co-operation. Vance Packard
had unpicked why: the appeal was to own things oneself; consumption as private
affair gave greatest pleasure. Yet victimhood remained a likely outcome. Complaints
to the state, not just business, meant that recourse to compensation or ‘getting
one’s rights’ was necessary to retain trust in trading systems. In the UK, attempts
to provide pre-shopping advice for consumers, such as the Consumer Advice
Centres in the 1970s, were premised upon a welfare state notion of the relation-
ship between consumer and the state, with the public sector acting on behalf of
the consumer because sufficient redress could not be achieved without support
from the state. These centres were designed to instil greater self-assertion into the
consumer, but in practice most of their work was dealing with consumer com-
plaints and in mediating on behalf of consumers (Cranston, 1979). In terms the
early Fabians would have applauded, but Redfern would have been wary of – the
Co-operative Consumer movement preferring autonomous consumer action
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(Thompson, 1994) – the Consumer Advice Centres were the result of demands
being made of the state, both nationally and locally, to support and protect the
consumer. This innovation was cut short by the election of Mrs Thatcher’s govern-
ment in 1979 and there was a major reworking of the relationship between the
state, supply chain and consumer (see Chapter 10, ‘The Consumer as Citizen’).
This is still unfolding. Under New Labour, the compact owed more to US philoso-
pher John Rawls’ focus on rights and responsibilities (Rawls, 1971) than to neo-
liberalism’s doctrinal conception of market relationships. The new ‘social Europe’
model is that business is to be encouraged but that consumers have rights too,
particularly to safety and information. Both have responsibilities. Indeed, one
source of neo-conservative distaste on both sides of the Atlantic for the European
Union (EU) is that it is perceived as being the fount of too much meddling inter-
ference in the name of consumer protection and that there is excessive regulation
on labelling, product standards, safety, recycling, competition and more.

Despite such political divides over how they define and approach the consumer
as victim, all political ideologies concede that victimhood exists, a function of con-
sumer society. No wonder, then, that consumer protection is a theme that unites
all waves of consumer activist work, mainstream and fringe (Best, 1981; Nadel,
1971). The theme is built into laws and cultures worldwide for two reasons. First,
even the most doctrinaire proponents of the advantages of market economics for
consumers accept that there can be market failures due to the emergence of oli-
gopolies (monopoly), imperfect information and barriers to entry. In addition, con-
sumers can be disenfranchized due to poverty (not strictly a market failure) and
poor access. To take one of these causes of market failure, monopoly, today’s glob-
alizing economy poses new challenges for consumer rights due to the emergence
of hugely powerful corporations, which already have awesome market share and
influence over relatively weak global institutions. As we shall see later, in the 20th-
century there was a persistent thread of individual consumer action against corpo-
rations at the national level, but the track record of concerted consumer action on
an international level has yet to emerge on a routine basis (for some exceptions see
Smith (1990) and also the Chapters 8 and 9, ‘The Consumer as Rebel’ and ‘The
Consumer as Activist’). As we argue in the final chapter, the ramifications of the
emerging global economy suggest new patterns as well as a new volatility in con-
sumer behaviour – what we refer to as unmanageability. Already we can note that
a culture of victimization can emerge with surprising speed and vengeance. In the
UK, for instance, public outcry against ‘excessive’ profits and high pay and share
remunerations for senior managers in newly privatized public utilities emerged in
the mid 1990s and runs to this day, only a few years after there had been hardly a
warning or thought of such consumer ‘injustice’ when the utilities were being sold
off. The sell-off went through relatively quietly, to the pleasure of market ideo-
logues, who were left perplexed by the U-turn in public mores a short space of time
later. Even in commercial sectors famous for their market efficiency and consumer
choice, such as food retailing, there can be concerns at the marginalization of large
sections of consumers (Dowler et al., 2001; Raven et al., 1995). Victimization and
volatility are new bedfellows.

The second reason consumer protection is so pervasive is that, as long as
there have been commercial transactions, there has been the possibility of defraud-
ing or harming the purchaser. Trading standards laws go back centuries; and in
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civilizations where there are no written rules, there is custom and practice to
similar effect (Douglas and Isherwood, 1978; Evans-Pritchard, 1940). Today,
defrauding the consumer may occur via products and in locations unimaginable
even decades ago. With global supply chains and use of the Internet, the poten-
tial for far-away fraud or malpractice is considerable. But often the process that
renders the consumer into a victim follows well-established patterns. Shopping is
a complex process, involving considerable sums, let alone emotional investment,
from the individual’s point of view. The UK’s Molony Committee, reporting in the
1960s, as the post-war consumer society got up to speed, recognized this new vul-
nerability for modern consumers in language that today sounds patronising:

Whereas the consumer of fifty years ago needed only a reasonable modicum of skill and
knowledge to recognise the composition of the goods on offer and their manner of pro-
duction, and to assess their quality and fitness for his particular purpose, the consumer of
today finds it difficult if not impossible to do. It is only in the laboratory that the fibre con-
tent of a piece of modern cloth can be determined with certainty. The range of timbers from
which furniture is made (many of them unknown to the general public twenty years ago)
has increased vastly, and the methods of furniture manufacture have been materially changed
in a number of ways. The uppers of shoes may be cemented, instead of sewn to the soles,
which in turn may be made of synthetic materials instead of leather. Properly utilised, these
and a hundred other new materials and manufacturing method may be of great advantage;
employed without regard to their limitations or placed in the hands of an ill-informed
purchaser, they may prove worthless. (Board of Trade (UK), 1962: para. 41)

You buy a car, and find it was stolen; a food sold as pure turns out to be adulter-
ated or contaminated; a washing machine advertised as a best buy breaks down;
a medicine turns out to have hidden side-effects; a quiet package holiday in the
Mediterranean turns out to be a noisy nightmare next to a disco; a warranty turns
out to exclude most eventualities in the small print; a repair contract costs much
and delivers little; and so on. The legal profession as well as media consumer
programmes prosper on the back of such daily victimization (Ramsay, 1989).

Herrmann has argued that consumer movements since the late 19th-century
have emerged always in reaction to:

three persisting problem areas: (1) ill-considered applications of new technology which
result in dangerous or unreliable products, (2) changing conceptions of the social responsi-
bilities of business, and (3) the operations of a dishonest fringe and the occasional lapses of
others in the business community. (Hermann, 1982: 31)

Organized consumer activism is thus often a reactive social force (see Chapter 9,
‘The Consumer as Activist’). Consumers are thus inevitably on the defensive; they
respond and react to events and changed circumstances where other interests
dominate, whatever the rhetoric of the market. Specialist consumer research, as
well as coverage of consumer affairs in the media, reinforces this view repeatedly.
Consumer experience incorporates widespread victimhood, not just in faulty goods,
but also service. Early in the formulation of its consumer protection policy,
the EU’s then Consumer Policy Service, for instance, commissioned a study of
after-sales service and consumer guarantees. This study explored 800 consumer
complaints in Germany, Spain, France, Italy, Greece, Ireland, Netherlands and
Portugal and found that national laws gave consumers weak rights of redress if
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there was poor after-sales service (BEUC, 1994). Complaints included failure to
get replacement goods if they were faulty, failure to accept guarantees and respon-
sibility being passed from the retailer to manufacturers, and so on. Now, the EU
has a whole Directorate-General (that is, ministry) dedicated to consumer affairs
and health – DG SANCO. Consumer protection law is deemed often best set at
European level, rather than by each member state on its own, because products
are more rarely made completely from one country and certainly seek cross-
border markets. This work ranges from labelling to contracts and compliance, setting
structures that enable consumers to seek redress and minimise risks. Announcing
an ambitious programme of work up to 2013, DG SANCO pronounced that its
purpose was to ‘protect citizens from risks and threats which are beyond the con-
trol of individuals and that cannot be effectively tackled by individual Member
States […] and to increase the ability of citizens to take better decisions about their
health and consumer interests’ (CEC, 2005: 3).

The goal is for consumers to achieve fairness within the marketplace, whether
this be for products or health and well-being. The goal to curb illicit trade, unfair
practices or substandard quality is usually widely supported by industry; no-one
wants to be seen to be implicitly defrauding the consumer. But the impact of
regulations that deliver those ideals tends to be more contentious, with business
nervous about being targeted, whether the law’s powers are proportionate to their
impact, and whether self-regulation might not be better than regulation (Confeder-
ation of British Industry, 2002; DG SANCO, 2005).

If the European Commission (EC) was undergoing tortuous negotiations for years
over consumer protection in Europe, this had in theory been introduced decades
earlier in the USA. But the tensions were not similar. Mark Nadel’s study of the polit-
ical negotiations in Congress over US consumer protection suggests that often, but
by no means always, new law has been introduced or tightened up only after a scan-
dal, a whistle-blowing or an exposé, broken by a watchdog organization or journal-
ist (Nadel, 1971: 143). Two of his three case studies were famous scandals – the
thalidomide tragedy led to amendments to US food and drug law, as did the shoddy
treatment of Ralph Nader, the consumer advocate, after he exposed General Motors
on the safety of one of its models. The mass media thrive on such stories, which pro-
vide a perfect combination of personal interest, collective experience and the victim’s
humiliation or suffering. The story is often crowned with a happy outcome, if the
programme researchers have done their work and can force a recalcitrant firm or
official or institution to make amends while they are in turn publicly humiliated.
Readers and viewers sigh to themselves, ‘There but for the grace of God, go I.’ This
makes for perfect TV, but hardly changes the ground rules of consuming experience;
if anything, it can accentuate the worry and victimization for consumers.

Companies are increasingly sophisticated in how to respond to such media
exposé. The sugar still gets put into babies drinks and rots teeth, but a new ‘sugar-
free’ drink is brought on to the market. In this way, a victim story has helped cre-
ate a new niche product. It also places the responsibility on the consumer by
making it his or her choice whether to purchase the old product. Blame is now
placed squarely on the victim. ‘If you care about your children’s teeth, why did
you not purchase our sugar-free brand?’ 

This pattern of exposé, followed by public outrage, legal intervention, modifica-
tion by case law, cultural acceptance, has been witnessed in most affluent consumer
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societies. The attention and glamour in consumer circles centres on the exposé
rather than the follow-up, which is where commerce can erode the gain, or side-
step the motive behind the new legislation, setting up the conditions for new
exposés, and so on. This dynamic has been common in most main product
markets, from houses to cars to food. US legislation and public interest in food
quality has been invigorated by endless best-selling books, since the publication
of exposés like Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle in the 1900s (Sinclair, 1985[1906]) and
Kallet and Schlink’s 100,000,000 Guinea Pigs in the 1930s. Such exposes appeal to
all social classes and fractions. In Britain, the struggle for consumer protection
through legislation can be traced still further back. Frederick Accum prefaced his
famous exposé of systematic food adulteration in 1820 with the observation that
the practice of adulteration affected all classes, all people. The appeal to consen-
sus did Accum little good, as he was ultimately hounded out of Britain, having
made powerful enemies with his publications. His science was not disproven;
instead his powerful enemies relished it when he was accused of stealing pages of
books from the Royal Institution, though it was never clarified whether this hap-
pened. His departure just a year after his 1820 treatise set back the consumers’
cause by three decades, until Thomas Wakley and Arthur Hassall and the journal
The Lancet took up where Accum had been cut short (Coley, 2005).

In most mature capitalist societies, by the mid 20th-century a platform of con-
sumer protection laws and services were in place. There is no shortage of provi-
sions aimed at protecting the consumer, yet the effectiveness of these provisions
at the structural level is highly variable. Why is this? In part, as we noted earlier
in the case of the EU, this is because changes at the state level require different
powers and responsibilities. In part, it is because innovations create new prob-
lems; this was the case with the arrival of e-commerce, the selling and buying of
goods using the Internet. The law is always having to catch up. On top of these
reasons, the individualized nature of modern consumption adds existential angst;
the individual consumer’s plight is his or her problem alone. Enabling consumers
to apply their weight collectively is a challenge of Atlas-like proportions for the
consumer movement. While one consumer may feel sympathy for another’s
plight, as shown on television, he or she is not likely to take up cudgels on their
behalf unless there are exceptional circumstances. A major scandal, for example,
broke out in the 1990s over the British pension industry; millions of consumers
had been encouraged to opt out of established, relatively secure state schemes,
which the government wanted to phase out, and to take out private pensions.
There was little support from those unaffected when these private schemes did
not live up to the promise. Whose responsibility was this? A report on private
pensions in the UK by the Securities and Investment Board (SIB) in 1994 detailed
the poor state of control over the self-regulated private pensions sales system (SIB,
1993). A decade on, the pensions mis-selling saga continued. In theory there was
some redress, but in practice the entire edifice of contributions to private pensions
had been weakened by turmoil in the world’s stock exchanges. If pensions are
invested in stocks, when these go down in value, there is a shortfall. What looked
like being a ‘bad apple’ in the 1990s, looked more like being endemic rot in the
2000s. When such structural problems emerge, some turn to the state for protec-
tion. On the other hand, others argue that this abuses the functions of the state;
the state should not bale out poor deals but stick to protecting people’s rights in
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the marketplace. Not for the first or last time, consumers can be beautifully
divided.

One occasion when public tolerance of the status quo was overcome and con-
sumers were united was the international campaign to remove the residues of a
particular pesticide from apple juice and apples in 1989. A combination of envi-
ronmentalists and media stars formed alliances like Mothers and Others for Safe
Food in the US and Parents for Safe Food in the UK and Australia and forced
the withdrawal of the product almost everywhere in the world (Taylor and Taylor,
1990). This campaign was effective in part because it was short and its target
defined and clear. With bigger goals such as raising the standard of living of Africa
to enable its people to consume adequately, called for by the ‘End Poverty Now’
campaign – a combination of rock concerts and political lobbying of the G-8
meetings in July 2005 – the measurement of success is harder. Judgments divide
about whether raising awareness works or whether such media festivals are the
ultimate in consumerist spectacle.

Dimensions of Victimhood and Globalization

There is a qualitative difference between the harm done to individual consumers
by inadequate or dangerous goods and the generalized damage inflicted on future
generations and the planet by the wanton consumerism and pollution of their
forebears. These represent different forms of victimhood. One is individual, the
other is collective; one is short-term, the other is long-term. Nor do the problems
confronted by consumers in the Third World, where old-style adulteration of food
and the sale of products which have been banned in other countries pose con-
tinuing and, from a Western perspective, extra hazards, and those of the First World
necessarily coincide. The problems of consumers in all three dimensions – personal/
collective; present/future; First World/ Third World – are exacerbated by the glob-
alization of capital and the considerable difficulty of product regulation across
international borders.

Until recently, in affluent economies, first, legal provisions in what the con-
sumer can expect from a commercial transaction and second, fear of media exposé
have curbed the worst excesses. Today, however, the mechanisms for legislation to
counteract global fraud and the systematic long-term damage to the interests
of consumers or the environment across national boundaries are vague or non-
existent. Not only redress for individual victims, but collective measures to protect
consumers internationally and the future are severely hampered. The new global-
ized economy constrains justice for consumers to the individual level, when often
what is needed is action at the collective level. Take, for example, the failure of
Enron in the USA in 2001 or the Bank of Credit and Commerce International (BCCI)
in 1991, a bank with heavy investments and drawings by ethnic minorities in both
the USA and UK (Bingham, 1992; McLean and Elkind, 2004). Both these enormous
collapses exposed bribery, corruption, shady deals, false accounting, top-level com-
plicity, and enquiries illustrated the short-comings of consumer protection across
national boundaries. National systems of financial scrutiny were not up to the task
of monitoring complex international financial transactions. As a result, the short-
coming of regulatory controls and the inadequacies of consumer protection were
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exposed. Indeed, the long-established and standard consumer movement position
on competition policy (John, 1994; Locke, 1994) which includes seeking better rep-
resentation on regulatory, monitoring and advisory bodies (Whitworth, 1994) is
probably inadequate for dealing with problems posed by the power and speed of
global transactions in the new world order. In a global production and distribution
system, the trader, rather than the consumer, is sovereign. Consumers Inter-
national, the alliance of consumer organizations has understandably tried to bal-
ance the contradiction between being in favour of trade liberalization but wary
about its downsides. This ambivalence came to a head in the heated debates over
what line to take towards the GATT negotiations in the early 1990s (International
Organization of Consumers’ Unions, 1993; National Consumer Council (UK), 1993)
Although generally supportive, Consumers International (CI) quickly recognized
that it ‘has strengthened the hand of the transnational corporation’ in competition
policy (Evans, 1990: 96). CI accepts market systems and seeks international agency
collaboration to prevent worse excesses, but it worries that the ‘power of transna-
tional corporations (TNCs) threatens market diversity and competition by cramp-
ing domestic production, investment and innovation, particularly in developing
countries’ (Consumers International, 2005: 1).

Dissatisfaction, Victimization and Consumer Protection

In marketing terms, the notion of being a victim almost does not exist. Marketing
is about putting information before the consumer; it does not make people con-
sume. It certainly does not want to portray consumers as victims if it is simulta-
neously trying to sell to them the notion that they can choose. When and if things
go wrong, there is always the language of consumer irrationality to fall back on.
Business is rational, its customers unpredictable. The marketing task, therefore, is
to plot the predictability of the unpredictable, and to lay down the rules of how
to handle what might seem random (O’Shaughnessy, 1987: 83ff.). Shopping is an
irrational pursuit that the business framework or home economist or consumer
activist has to rationalize. To the marketer, there are just pre- and post-purchase
satisfaction and dissatisfaction ratings. The entire model can be seen as elitist
(Andreasen, 1982), but there is nothing callous about this categorization; far from
it. The good firm knows that if it can get its dissatisfaction rating down, a repeat
purchase is on the cards; this is why retailers and manufacturers invest in cus-
tomer satisfaction and tracker polls. Retaining the customer generally is a cheap,
but none-too-easy form of marketing, which is why in the USA car manufactur-
ers await the ‘Power Report’, a regularly updated ranking of makes and models by
users, with some trepidation. Founded in the 1960s, J.D. Power Associates began
with consumer ratings of cars, but expanded to other products and services
(Loudon and Della Bitta, 1993). 

Those marketing texts that review ‘postdecision regret’ (Engel et al., 1990: 544)
tend to rely upon a psychological model of the consumer as suffering from
cognitive dissonance, a disequilibrium of attitude. More recently, marketing text-
books have adopted the language of risk assessment, whereby every purchase can
be assessed for the risk it carries. Risk assessment is being used by today’s corpo-
rations, particularly in high-profile areas such as agrochemicals and nuclear
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industries, to counter consumer claims that they have been turned into unwitting
victims. They claim that the every form of consumption carries a risk. It quickly
follows that consumers ought to be prepared to carry some risk. Risk assessment
for today’s management serves the same function that many psychological mod-
els from the 1950s did: it allows the enterprise to decide what is good (or bad) for
the consumer while at the same time blaming the victim whenever things go
wrong. It thus become easy to scorn the consumer who rejects an infinitesimal
risk. Writing in the business magazine Fortune, Guzzardi scoffed at the ‘mindless
pursuit of safety’:

Now ascending among the many blessings that the citizenry expects of government in our
society is that flower, safety. Popular demand for this latest entitlement has become practi-
cally a national frenzy, and the rush is on to give us full protection from those former-friends-
turned-enemies, the myriad products and conveniences and adornments of the industrial
age. (Guzzardi, 1982: 365)

This pursuit, he argued, was ‘dangerous’ (sic) and Guzzardi proceeded to launch
an attack on the US Food and Drug Administration and the Federal Trade
Commission. Rigid standards can be bad for business if imposed from outside and
to unrealizable degrees, he argued, an appeal reiterated in defence of market power
over the decades.

To the consumer, satisfaction and dissatisfaction are at two ends of a contin-
uum measuring outcome compared to expectation. Yet whether people complain
is not easily predicted from psychological models. They may be more or less
passive, more or less direct to the maker and seller. Singh produced a typology of
dissatisfaction response: passives, irates, voicers and activists (Singh, 1990).
Complainers in the USA, as everywhere, tend to be people from higher socio-
economic classes.

From the marketing perspective, publicized complaints are bad for brand
image, but equally, retailers may use ‘money back if dissatisfied’ promises as an
active part of their marketing strategy. Since brands add extra value to a product,
complaints are tarnish, so the seller or maker is generally encouraged to clarify and
tighten up procedures on the following: information to customers, guarantees,
after-sales service and assistance, speed of response to complaints, and so on
(Loudon and DellaBitta, 1993: 575ff.). But for the consumer, the welter of war-
ranties can themselves become an additional burden. In the UK, for instance,
homeowners constantly complain about being the victims of unscrupulous instal-
lation and repair tradesmen, Warranties to guarantee repairs can be expensive.
The consumer can be duped when thinking she or he is doing the sensible thing.

In UK law, prior to amendments under EU law, consumers were protected
when buying goods by the Sale of Goods Act 1979, which was elegant and
simple. It stated that goods must be ‘of satisfactory quality’, that is, free from
defects unless the purchasers have been informed about them (for example, the
good is shop-soiled); be ‘fit for the purpose’, that is, the computer purchased was
actually a computer not a toy; and ‘as described’, that is, if the shirt was adver-
tised or labelled as cotton, it should be just that. The law required goods to be free
from even minor defects and of an appearance and finish reasonably to be
expected. For services, the law states that they should be done with reasonable
care and skill, within a reasonable time and at a reasonable charge, if no price was
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fixed in advance (Office of Fair Trading (UK), 1994: 4–10). Other laws add to and
strengthen this basic provision. The Supply of Goods and Services Act 1982, for
instance, would give a consumer who had poor building repairs done more rights
than a guarantee backed by insurance. For the complainant, however, to have to
take recourse to law is an additional burden, and as was evidenced by the reviews
of the Consumer Advice Centres operating in the 1970s, consumer grievance
action was and is an overwhelmingly middle-class pursuit. The key issue here,
note, is the difficulty any consumer would have to define what is or is not rea-
sonable. No wonder many consumers feel that choosing a builder to repair their
roof or a garage to fix their car or a plumber to unblock their drains is akin to
entering a minefield. To counter this scepticism, a new legal framework was intro-
duced, stemming from EU debates. In the UK, this became the 1987 Consumer
Protection Act, which provided a definition of product liability and consumer
safety protection, attempting to balance consumer rights with producer liabilities.
But producers could avoid liability if they could prove that they had shown due
diligence, that is had not knowingly sold unfit products. If, for example, a defect
emerged after the product had been sold and the seller had sold it in good faith,
there would be no liability (Department of Trade and Industry (UK), 2005).

US Protection

One of the paradoxes noted by many observers of contemporary consumer
activism is that it appeals to the middle-classes individually, but can only be effec-
tive if practised collectively by a broad alliance of forces. As Nadel, the author of an
early and still important study of US consumer protection, argued, the success of
legislative pressure has depended on how well organized the forces are across
public interest groups, the Executive and Congress. US consumer protection has its
roots in social processes that began after the Civil War and patterns were set then
that persist to this day (Nadel, 1971: 5–6). Farmers and railroad companies had
united to promote 150 laws to facilitate railways between 1868 and 1887, but
abuses, such as discriminatory pricing and excessive rates, led to a backlash and an
Interstate Commerce Act of 1887 was enacted to ban such practices, becoming a
landmark bill in the development of [US] consumer protection. The passage of the
Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906, following the publication of Sinclair’s book The
Jungle (1985[1906]), symbolizes the beginnings of the emergence of consumers as a
political force in the USA. This legislative advance came after years of campaigning
for firmer consumer protection, as Nadel shows, from inside the state machinery
by people like Dr Harvey Wiley, chief chemist for the US Department of Agriculture
(a role later filled by Rexford Tugwell, Assistant Secretary at the USDA).

Sinclair’s book, often and justly cited, in fact brought to a head years of bub-
bling and poorly articulated discontent (Tiemstra, 1992). Hermann shows that the
1906 Pure Food and Drug Act was enacted only after years of effort beforehand
and strong pressure from a powerful President Theodore Roosevelt. Sinclair’s book
was the final catalyst (Hermann, 1982). The new law enshrined the case for inspec-
tors to act in the interests of consumers, implicitly acknowledging the principle
that individual consumers need protecting and that the market alone did not offer
adequate safeguards. This principle was severely undermined by the end of the
20th-century under the onslaught of the New Right, which successfully promoted
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the argument that self-regulation and the market mechanism effectively ruled out
the need for state intervention to protect the consumer, although still recogniz-
ing the case for anti-fraud laws. In general, the Right has argued, consumers can
protect themselves through the market (Nadel, 1971: 6ff.). The culture to come
was flagged by Reagan, the then Governor of California in the late 1960s, when
he advised consumers to rely on manufacturers’ handbooks rather the report of
consumer organizations to guide their purchasing (Nadel, 1971: 238).

Consumer protection in the USA was thus a meeting point – Nadel calls it
‘the lowest common denominator’ – between different classes of people (Nadel,
1971: 15). As Reich argued, it came in three waves, 1887–1914, 1927–39 and
1962–78 (Reich, 1981). Tiemstra argues that, in every instance, these waves of reg-
ulation were driven by a ‘long-standing and uniquely American suspicion of large,
powerful institutions, whether economic or political’, the belief that the little guy
can be crushed (Tiemstra, 1992: 3). If the first regulation was promoted at the turn
of the century by the Progressives, the middle phase was identified with
Roosevelt’s New Deal. This period instituted not inspectors, but boards and coun-
cils. Roosevelt created the Consumers’ Advisory Board in the 1930s with the best
intentions of protecting the consumer, but its purpose was undermined by the lack
of any significant organized consumer movement to give it bite. The state processes
and structures were well in advance of an effective, organized, articulate move-
ment’s capacity to use them, just as in the area of labour legislation, Roosevelt’s
Wagner Act was ahead of the labour movement’s ability to take full advantage of
its provisions (Millis and Brown, 1950).

By the 1960s, Nader and his Raiders argued that these state provisions had
atrophied to such an extent that they criticized them as morally corrupt and
against the citizen’s interest (Gorey, 1975). The third new regulatory phase:

grew from a view that there was a need to redress the imbalance in the marketplace between
buyer and seller. It was manifested in John Kennedy’s 1962 statement of consumer rights
[...]; it was symbolized by the behavior of the nation’s largest corporation (General Motors)
toward an individual (Ralph Nader) sharply critical of that firm.

Conditions were right for the [consumer] movement. The increased complexity of products,
the broadening of service channels and depersonalization of shopping, the growth of con-
sumer services (of which consumers have more difficulty in judging quality), the broader
availability of the ‘material things of life’ to those with newly expanded discretionary buying
power; and other factors – all combined to create strong ‘consumer demand’ for ideas and
action that would help the public obtain a better deal in the marketplace. (Bloom and
Greyser, 1981: 4)

Business, however, took a very different view of state provisions, especially of the
most recent regulatory wave initiated in response to pressure from Nader and
other consumer organizations. It argued that these provisions amounted to an
infringement of its liberty to make and sell as it wanted. Fernstrom called this
transition of US regulatory policy an evolution from caveat emptor (buyer beware)
to caveat vendor (seller beware), and suggested that the evolution went to a point
where business leaders felt ‘government had totally usurped the consumer’s
responsibility to think for or protect himself’ (Fernstrom, 1984: 1–3).

What, then, has been the effect of these phases of regulation designed to pro-
tect the consumer from falling into victimhood? Nadel’s assessment is clear. In
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general, to be effective in preventing consumers becoming victims, there needs to
be a combination of forces, inside and outside the legislature: well-briefed, ‘on-
side’ journalists, individualists in Congress, public goodwill and well-researched
activists (see Chapter 9, ‘The Consumer as Activist’). Nadel found occasions when
such combinations occurred, but often pioneering work was done despite the
absence of this combination. The picture he paints for the USA is of consumers
en masse as too disparate, too individualized; consumer professionals too small
in number; and Congress more of a follower than an initiator. While 17 Acts were
initiated in the 1962–68 period that he studied, most were the fruits of deter-
mined individuals in and out of Congress. Nadel’s analysis is sobering. Consumer
protection is not so much a forward march halted, as a halting march forward. 

Taking this three-phase model of US consumer protection, it could be argued
that a new fourth phase is emerging. The USA, like other mature capitalist econo-
mies, has entered new cross-border trading agreements – not just the GATT/ WTO
(World Trade Organization), but also the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA). There are moves to turn this into a pan-Americas free trade agreement.
Consumer protection, to be effective, has to send messages back down the supply
chain and to build in improvements at source. This becomes more complex – not
impossible but more complex – in complicated supply chains. If control remains
within one company, this can be managed, but retailers selling thousands of prod-
ucts from many sources, themselves combining parts from others, are perhaps
inevitably more exposed to product liability. This is why the business world is now
focused on delivering traceability. Being able to track where a product, part, or fault
comes from is essential to retain consumer confidence. A management goal –
Efficient Consumer Response (ECR) – is in part driven by a desire to cut costs and
increase efficiency, but it also raises exposure to consumer victimhood. The new
traceability technologies that electronically tag products using radio frequency
identification (RFID) is replacing decades-old but familiar bar-coding technology
(Brown, 1997). But according to a 2004 survey by CapGemini, business consultants,
consumers can be nervous about whom this serves and who is tracking what
(O’Connor, 2005).

Can the Law Prevent Victims or is the Market Enough?

Experience suggests that in complex markets consumers find themselves in con-
stant danger of becoming victims to unscrupulous traders. Two questions follow.
First, is it possible for the consumers to be victims even if the traders stay within
the limits of the law? Second, can any law by itself offer adequate protection
to consumers? In developed countries, protection relies upon a combination of
statutes and competition in the market. The crucial issue, as we have suggested
throughout this book, is the balance of forces between consumer, state and com-
panies. Reviews of the value of the law seem agreed that the law, however strong
or weak in relation to consumers, cannot cover the infinite diversity of eventual-
ities facing consumers in the marketplace (Best, 1981; Cranston, 1984: 399–407).

Legislative bodies have always been ambivalent on whether to offer protection
to consumers or whether to allow the market mechanism itself to obviate all but
the worst excesses. According to the latter view, the markets sooner or later will
eliminate inferior, uncompetitive or inefficient traders who offer less value for
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money to consumers. The EU, for instance, did not take a stance on consumer
protection until the Paris summit of 1972, when it set up the first consumer
protection services, housed with both nuclear and environmental protection ser-
vices. For a decade or so, these services attempted to institute common rules and
standards to little effect, for instance spending years trying to determine a common
position on food additives and the composition of jam. With the Single European
Act 1986, which ushered in the end of barriers to trade between the 12 member
states, the EC took an entirely different tack, which combined a permissive
approach to business with a minimalist aim of ‘the removal of fear’ for consumers,
designed to remove unnecessary risks (Lawlor, 1988). By this time, Europe was
placing its faith increasingly on the market mechanism.

Ross Cranston, author of the classic treatise on UK consumer law, who later
became UK Solicitor General, was scathing about this kind of approach. ‘It is diffi-
cult to take seriously the argument that the market will further consumer protec-
tion’, he concluded (Cranston, 1984: 399). He argued that consumer protection is
too easily a rhetorical afterthought, and that consumers’ interests need to be built
into the regulatory framework from the start. Echoing Nadel’s findings about the
USA, we could note that no law on its own can fully protect consumers; it takes a
culture. For Cranston, what was needed was a half-way house between total
market laissez-faire, with its deregulation and lack of consumer protection, and
total state dirigisme, with its heavy hand and inflexibility. While expressing oppo-
sition to deregulation at the hands of free traders, Cranston felt that some self-
regulation in the form of codes of conduct can be useful, and to include these in
law in every case would be cumbersome (Cranston, 1984: 40–1). The problems stem
from those codes that patently do not work or that are highly contentious, such as
the codes on advertising practice. Emotions run high when children are concerned,
almost always. In these cases, Cranston argued, legal statute is a better alternative:
clearer, enforceable and transparent (Cranston, 1984: 55–9).

Not all commentators agree with Cranston. Penz, for example, while recog-
nizing that consumers are vulnerable in the marketplace, seeks to attribute this
vulnerability to their own needs, wants and inadequate self-knowledge. Protection
is therefore limited from the start, though consumer grievances may be exacer-
bated by factors like market inefficiencies, the power of the corporations and
techniques of mass manipulation such as advertising (Penz, 1986: 79). Margolius
has highlighted another factor that adds to consumer grievances in complex
markets. Consumers are burdened by both not having enough information and
having information overload (Margolius, 1982). Echoing Baudrillard, he argues
that they are bombarded with information from morning to night and face con-
siderable difficulty in discriminating between stimuli, between fact and fiction. A
good illustration of the confusion caused by the modern media is the current use
of so-called advertorials and infomercials, where the boundary between news and
advertising or commercial propaganda is dissolved; sometimes this is made clear
to the reader, for instance by the magazine writing ‘Promotion’ at the top of the
page; sometimes not. The editorial process thereby becomes less an expression of
the journalists’ views or an account of facts than the painting of a company or a
product in favourable light. This is now beginning to cause some concern, even
among media enthusiasts (Parsons and Rotfeld, 1990).

Best conducted a review of 2419 unsatisfactory consumer purchases, 132 of
which were studied in detail, for Nader’s Center for Study of Responsive Law in
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the USA. His assessment started cryptically: ‘Do Americans get value in the
marketplace? Sometimes.’ (Best, 1981: 3). In extreme cases, consumers were
indeed victims, having been blatantly swindled, but even then Best had difficulty
in ascertaining the facts. This was more pronounced when the problem was poor
goods or services. He found that many consumers were very reluctant to report
instances of victimization (Best, 1981: 31). This suggests that many consumers do
not want to appear unstreetwise or foolish and therefore take the blame for bad
service or goods on themselves; victimization is thus internalized. Ironically,
while British commentators like Pirie, head of the Adam Smith Institute, see
American consumers as highly vociferous in defence of their rights (Pirie, 1991),
Americans too have been criticized for ‘accepting low quality and unfair prices’
and one commentator quoted by Best (1981: 32) looked fondly towards Europe,
arguing that it harboured a healthier culture of bargaining, comparing and seek-
ing the best brand! 

Best’s research, however, goes well beyond the consumers’ blaming them-
selves. He found cases of intimidation, retaliation by sellers, poor access to the
law, and a lack of support for consumer victims for which he put the responsibil-
ity firmly with business, with a legal system more interested in its own strictures
than justice, and with a culture of victim blaming. This latter feature is a ‘common
business technique for rejecting consumer complaints’ (Best, 1981: 74) and is
commonly employed from humble transactions to serious matters of life and
death. Best cites a man whose expensive shirts were lost by a laundry being told
that he shouldn’t have sent such good ones to it, and this classic: ‘They cut the
legs off my new sofa when they came to deliver it. They should have measured
the front door better’ (Best, 1981: 5).

Blaming the victim is a convenient smoke-screen for industry to distract respon-
sibility for its own actions and occurs overtly and covertly (Crawford, 1977). The
former occurs, for example, when food poisoning or a national epidemic is blamed
on poor hygiene by consumers in their own homes. Covert victim blaming occurs
when an explanation or even an apology offered by a company insinuates that the
consumer played a part in his or her own downfall. Despite such processes of
passing the buck, which inevitably leads to apprehension about the market and
business, one much-quoted study found that consumers did not expect to get
everything their own way, nor did they want business to be on the defensive; they
wanted a balance of forces. Consumers generally operated a ‘buyer beware’
approach, learned from the 1960s and 1970s consumer activist campaigns, without
becoming excessively paranoid (Greyser and Diamond, 1983).

All in all, therefore, most consumers are realistic that they can expect only a
modest amount of protection from the law or the mechanism of the market, and
that victimhood looms at every turn of consumption. This is a far cry from the
position of the free marketers of the Chicago School, criticized by Cranston as fail-
ing ‘to take adequate account of the severe deficiencies in the operation of the
market and common law system. Based on questionable premises, the [Chicago
School’s] conclusions are demonstrably false’ (Cranston, 1984: 23). He argues
that the effectiveness of the law depends crucially on the consumer’s knowledge
of it and their capacity to resort to agencies with teeth, but unfortunately, this
is far from the case. Consumers are often ignorant of their rights, enduring their
victimhood and writing off their losses. Often they do not even know that they
are subsidizing business by accepting sub-standard goods, or by making early
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payments, or accepting allowances that round off figures to the seller’s advantage.
Overcharging a small amount on a systematic basis can amount to significant
extra profit. In spite of all these reservations, Cranston still proposes that ‘social
engineering within the system is worthwhile and can be achieved’ (Cranston,
1984: 8). The function of the law is to lay out the framework of rules and obliga-
tions, sanctions and rights. This it may do admirably, but unless consumers know
their rights, are prepared to fight for them and have suitable institutional back-
ing, the law by itself can achieve little.

Consumers across National Boundaries

Cranston argues that there are two clusters of factors affecting consumer protec-
tion: structural ones, such as the law or government policy and individual factors
such as information, income and position in the world. Third World consumers
are particularly at risk from structural forces. To them, the market mechanism
offers virtually no protection and their own governments almost as little. Cranston
cites the massive international campaign to restrict the sale of powdered milk for
babies in developing countries and points out that Papua New Guinea was a rare
instance where legislative action was taken prohibiting advertisements that
encouraged bottle feeding in 1977. The moral of the tale was that only national
governments can control the actions of transnational corporations, yet they rarely
do (Cranston, 1984: 9–10). Another study examining the position of consumers
in the Third World reinforces this assessment, arguing that those consumers are
especially at risk from pressures to consume, such as advertising associated with
the lifestyle of developed countries (James, 1983: 159). They also suffer additional
victimization when companies and states in developed countries act with double
standards, setting tough rules for the home market but not for export. In this way,
produce of uncertain standard is kept out, while hazardous products, such as
pesticides banned at home, continue to be exported abroad (Bull, 1982; Dinham,
1993; Jacobs and Dinham, 2003). Twenty years ago, the concern of pesticides
campaigners was that consumers in the developed countries might then get back
residues of the pesticides when eating imported food. Today, the concern is that
dual standard markets have emerged: high standards for produce grown or made
to be exported to affluent consumer markets, with lower standards at home in
developing country markets (Barling and Lang, 2005).

The case of pesticides underlines how the protection of the individual as a con-
sumer (and therefore eater of hazardous products), as a producer (and therefore a
worker with hazardous products) and as an inhabitant of an environment (where
hazardous products are dumped) are overlapping issues (Lang and Clutterbuck,
1991). The ill-effects of pesticide application are disproportionately suffered by
rural inhabitants of the South. In 1990, the World Health Organization (WHO)
estimated that there were a minimum of 3 million acute cases of pesticide poi-
soning and 20,000 unintentional deaths a year, mostly in Third World countries
(UN and UNEP, 1990). Many more millions suffer as a result of pesticide use each
year (Jeyarraratnam, 1990). Fifteen years later, the UN estimated some improve-
ment in the situation. The UN Environment Programme and Food and Agriculture
Organization of the UN (FAO) estimated that one to five million cases of pesticide
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poisoning occur every year, with ‘several thousand fatalities among agricultural
workers’. Mostly, these were still in developing countries which use only 25% of
global pesticide production [but] … account for a staggering 99% of the related
deaths (FAO, 2004).

Consumer protection measures vary from country to country, as does the over-
all culture regarding consumer rights. In Sweden, there has been a long tradition
of the state siding with the consumers, on the basis that producers were strong
enough to look after their own interests (Johansson, 1982). Sweden developed
one of the most sophisticated systems of consumer protection laws and agencies,
ranging from a Public Complaints Office to a National Price and Cartel Office, as
well as the celebrated Scandinavian phenomenon of the Ombudsman. The role
of these officials, initially meant to investigate citizens’ complaints against the
government, has now been expanded to investigating consumer grievances and
to assisting in achievement of fair settlements. The Scandinavian model of con-
sumer protection is probably the most divergent from the laissez-faire model that
has prevailed in the USA and UK in the 1980s and 1990s. A statement like the
following is inconceivable within a culture of consumer choice:

If a particular brand of product X is judged as the one which best meets the real needs of
the consumer it is unnecessary to have alternative brands on the market, particularly since
they must be inferior. To paraphrase, if Volvos are best everyone who wants a car should
drive a Volvo. (Johansson, 1982: 66)

Strange as this Swedish quote may seem to contemporary Anglo-Saxon eyes,
the notion of restricting choice as a measure for protecting the consumer is not
far-fetched. The Seikatsu Clubs, a successful system of consumer co-operatives in
Japan formed in 1965, offer their members a product range of around 600 goods,
on the argument that if they are the best products and meet consumers’ needs,
why offer a range of 15,000 as supermarket chains do? Shigeki Maruyama of the
Seikatsu Club Union in Tokyo has stated: ‘We refuse to handle products if they are
detrimental to the health of our members or the health of the environment’
(Seikatsu Club, 2005). This questioning of whether ever-expanding choice yields
increase in happiness is now being voiced in the West, too (Layard, 2005; Levett
et al., 2003). The Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW) is an attempt to
benchmark welfare in a more experiential as well as material way. Applied to eight
countries so far, it breaks the conventional economists’ automatic link between
national gross domestic product (GDP) and assumed happiness. ISEW includes
non-tangibles such as unpaid domestic work, income disparities and perceptions
of well-being. In the UK, ISEW rose until the 1970s but then stagnated. The UK
Treasury is at the time of writing committed to produce a new ISEW-influenced
range of indicators. 

Self Help?

Might the era of apparently endless consumer individualization be tempered, if
not replaced, by a return of the principle of co-operation among consumers? Those
researching finite resources needed for consumption – minerals, energy, materials,
water – increasingly debate this question (Jackson and Michaelis, 2003). If there
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is not more sharing, there might eventually have to be caps on consumption –
through shortage if not imposition. This ecologically driven possibility lurks at
the edge of mainstream policy, which still pursues more efficient consumption
rather than less or shared consumption.

The contemporary dominant paradigms, based on the ‘sacrifice’ of personal
choice, are aimed at increasing trust as well economic muscle; ever clearer feed-
back between producer, seller and consumer. If the notion of there being limits to
consumption is key to the sustainability paradigm, the need to woo the consumer
on a combination of price and quality is key to the conventional paradigm. For
both, information-flow is key, but the models imply a different role for informa-
tion. In the co-operative model, instead of every consumer setting out to beat a
path through the marketplace jungle by him- or herself, he or she draws on the
judgement of a trusted representative who can advise him or her reliably and point
out obvious dangers. As soon as consumers act collectively, it is no longer necessary
for each and every one of them to duplicate the Herculean task of acquiring knowl-
edge on all market options. Despite the hyperbole surrounding choice, there are
interesting examples of where restricted choice is perceived to have advantage. In
European cities, car-pools are emerging as one example. Why own a car, when one
can share one? Large car-pools work on a locality basis. You share a car with others
in your district and merely book when you want it. French restaurants are another
example. Their fixed price menu system famously offers limited choice. The chef
does the big choosing as to what to cook; she or he produces a limited range
and the customer selects from that. We noted above the example of the Japanese
Seikatsu clubs, pockets of co-operation within a culture known for its celebratory
approach to consumerism and choice. The Mountain Equipment Co-op (MEC) in
Canada is another interesting case. It is a retail consumer co-operative, member
owned and directed, had 2.1 million members and a (Canadian) $178 million sales
turnover in 2004. To purchase from its good range of products – in the outdoor
clothes and pursuits market – the buyer has to sign up to become, in effect, a co-op
owner by paying Canadian $5 for lifetime membership (the same price as at the first
edition of this book!). You have to be a member to buy the company’s products and
this entitles the consumer to vote for the Board (MEC, 2005).

The exceptionality of such examples of more co-operative consumption
appears to run contrary to the entire ethos of contemporary Western consump-
tion. As every previous chapter of this book has shown, whether as chooser or as
identity-seeker, whether as communicator or as aesthete, today’s consumer accords
the highest value to the right to be individual. So long as this ethic persists, con-
sumers will continue to be vulnerable and the muscle that they can exercise in the
marketplace will be limited. 

What Happens if Things Go Wrong?

What practical measures can consumers resort to when things go wrong? A
system of small claims courts, first advocated in the USA in 1913 by Roscoe
Pound, was in place in eight states and 12 cities by the 1930s (Best, 1981: 167).
Their purpose was to simplify and reduce the cost of consumer complaints, yet
their effectiveness was limited. Despite this, similar courts were introduced in the

130 The Unmanageable Consumer

08-Gabriel-3361(Ch07).qxd  2/23/2006  9:34 AM  Page 130



UK in 1970 after a government report ‘Justice out of reach’ (Cranston, 1984: 88–9).
After decades of experience, the consumer potential to benefit from small claims
courts has been tempered by experience. It can be argued that they have been use-
fully colonized by business as a cheap way of collecting business debts; and they
are not particularly consumer-friendly, a problem exacerbated in England and
Wales by their being ‘bolted on’ to the County Court, with no separate rules.
Small claims may often still not be worth pursuing because the cost of gathering
the award can be worth more than the claim. A 1980 study of 2000 complaints
found that none had used the small claims procedures against a shop or supplier
(National Consumer Council (UK), 1981). In Denmark and Norway, such mea-
sures have gone one step further in reducing legal complexity and cost since the
20th-century by setting conciliation tribunals that use lawyers.

Another measure to support the wronged consumer is a system of advice, such
as the Consumer Advice Centres described earlier in this chapter. Not surprisingly,
their effectiveness was found to vary enormously across socioeconomic classes,
the heaviest users being middle-class consumers pursuing complaints; there was
little use by lower socioeconomic classes and ‘at-risk groups such as the elderly,
divorced, widowed and separated’ (National Consumer Council (UK), 1977: 26). Yet
the study found that the average cost of handling was a very modest £3 (National
Consumer Council (UK), 1977: 21).

In contrast to both the British and Scandinavian approaches, which have
sought pragmatic, reasonable, conciliatory measures to resolve the conflict
between consumer and producer, a popular US handbook in the early 1970s with
the memorable title Sue the Bastards advocated a high conflict approach (Matthews,
1973). Through the demand for punitive compensation from recalcitrant firms,
the object is to deter bad practice and to keep firms on their toes, redressing the
inequality of power in favour of consumers. Echoing Voltaire in Candide, it pun-
ishes one to ‘encourage the others’. In spite of some spectacular awards, consumer
supporters on both sides of the Atlantic have expressed deep reservations about
the effectiveness of this approach on the mass of the consumers (Best, 1981:
182–93; Cranston, 1984: 402).

Generalized hypochondria?

But do consumers need supporters at all? Is it not the case that billions of con-
sumers go out into marketplaces daily and enjoy the fruits of consumerism, hardly
ever coming to grief? As the Economist noted in its title for a survey of food, con-
sumers are ‘Spoilt for Choice’ (Economist, 2003). Market optimists argue that a rel-
atively few instances of victimization in consumption are the price worth paying
for choice, surely inevitable as they are in every walk of life. There is no need to
blow them out of all proportion. Focusing on failures may make gripping TV, just
like crime, but like crime it creates unnecessary fear in the minds of the populace.
Such criticisms disregard the fact that if the market is to function as a chastising
mechanism, disadvantaging unprincipled or inefficient suppliers, it requires the
activities of consumer activists, testing organizations and other bodies that dis-
seminate information and ensure that the worst excesses will be brought to light.
If these checks did not exist, the market mechanism would lose its effectiveness.
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To push the point further, it could be argued that by confronting failures
and championing the consumer victims, organized consumer groups and media
programmes succeed in making good what ‘pure’ markets would leave bad.
Highlighting the experience of consumer victims provides necessary feedback that
suppliers would otherwise too easily dismiss or be ignorant of. It is thanks to the
tireless activity of campaigning consumer organizations that firms have had to
accept minimum standards of service, information and quality that they would not
have had to concede otherwise. This is the rationale for states supporting consumer
organizations. The EU, for instance, supports the Brussels-based EU-wide umbrella
body Bureau des Unions de Consomateurs (BEUC). Initially regarded as irritating
and anti-corporate, many companies now welcome consumer advocates. Some
even welcome regulation on both environmental and consumer protection
grounds, if only as safeguards of their own reputation. ‘Due diligence’ means that
as long as the company has done its best to meet existing standards, it cannot be
blamed if there are victims elsewhere. So long as they can show that they have tried
to abide by these standards and as long as they are independently monitored, they
can counter criticisms levelled at them. This, rather than improved consumer trans-
parency, is the real driver behind the huge investment in traceability in the 2000s.

Another criticism levelled at consumers parading victimhood is that modern
culture cannot deal with risk. Affluent societies, goes this argument, are risk-averse.
They seek risk-free pleasure. If something hurts, someone elsewhere must be to
blame. The view that consumers suffer from a kind of generalized hypochondria,
where the slightest threat to their health or well-being is magnified out of all
proportion, is, if anything, evidence of the overwhelming powerlessness that
consumers can feel when confronted by the might and sophistication of vast orga-
nizations whose resources and techniques they cannot match. Far from being quick
to complain, consumers in advanced capitalist societies have tended, if anything,
to give corporations the benefit of the doubt, unless major infringements are
exposed (Greyser and Diamond, 1983). Consumer advocates the world over lament
that consumers tend to be too pliant and can be too easily be fobbed off by excuses
and rationalizations offered by the public relations and the image-making machine
of corporations (Barnet and Cavanagh, 1994; Klein, 2000).

A more serious limitation of the image of the consumer as victim could be raised
on the basis of the current fashion for ‘quality’ and ‘service’ as core business values.
At least since the publication of Peters and Waterman’s management ‘bible’ In
Search of Excellence (1982), few ideas have held as powerful a grip in management
thinking. Businesses devote billions a year to training their staff, to raising product
safety and improving their environmental records, in order to keep the loyalty of
their customers and to out-perform their competitors. A single, well-publicized case
of a dissatisfied customer, a dangerous sub-standard product or one environmental
disaster can be enough to undo the hard work of years of product development and
image-making. From this perspective, what more protection can consumers require
than that companies themselves so assiduously offer them? The company’s self-
interest rather than any guarantee from a ‘nanny state’ or a self-appointed con-
sumer busybody is the safest base for consumer protection.

These arguments, which carry resonances of Adam Smith’s butcher, brewer and
baker (see ‘Introduction: The Faces of the Consumer’), and ignore the difference
between a company’s image and the reality of its products, service and methods.
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Of course, companies are concerned to present a smiling face to their customer. Of
course, they train their staff to give the impression that the customer is sovereign.
But for all the outpourings on quality and corporate culture, profit and raising
market share remain the overpowering objective of most companies. Why else are
they in business? Necessary as customers are to ensure profits, the need to cut costs
and corners, increase prices and reduce service poses a constant threat to consumers.

Systematic Victimhood?

A criticism from a different political quarter can argue that consumer activists
have been incorporated into consumer capitalism; they merely oil its wheels. They
have become agents of a system, reformists, concentrating their fire on extreme
and untypical cases of victimhood and disregarding the massive and systematic
alienation of modern consumerism by allowing themselves to be sucked into the
relative triviality of product quality and environmental hazards, when the key
issues are, first, the inequalities of power, second, the stagnant dis/satisfaction
that Western consumerism fosters and third, the despoliation of the eco-sphere
upon which spiralling consumption depends. Western consumers, according to this
charge, are victims not only when they get a dud deal from a corporation or inad-
equate information from a government body, but also every time that they place
their hopes for a better future in this commodity or that. Here, we rejoin the
Marcusean critique of consumer capitalism, where the consumer as victim actively
colludes in his or her own oppression. By wanting goods and by having such high
expectations from them, life is impoverished. People become slaves to the goods,
still more to ensuring that they get the best deal. In the very act of trying to
improve our lives by consuming, we submit ourselves to the forces that exacer-
bate our alienation (Miller, 2001; Monbiot, 2000).

The above bleak and uncompromising view can lead to patronising and arro-
gant attitudes, where intellectuals or organizations pontificate to the public about
what is good for them. It also may play into the hands of the those who seek to
flatter consumers rather than paralyse them with tales of woe. This view may also
underestimate the extent to which consumers can turn the tables on victimhood
by becoming rebels. This is the focus of the next chapter.
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People can use different commodities to indicate rejection of the status
quo. For a long time, counterculture signified its opposition to dominant
ideologies by adopting particular styles of consuming and totemic
objects, such as music, cars and clothes. It is not surprising, therefore,
that opposition to consumerism itself often assumes such forms. The
recipes offered by rebellious consumption include consume with more
style, consume less, consume differently and consume not at all.
Consumerism, for its part, seeks to accommodate and incorporate such
acts of resistance. Indeed, it can be argued that all consumption trend-
setting starts as a rebellion against the status quo. We assess how deep
or shallow these challenges are. What are such rebellions against? Is the
target affluence itself, the system or marginalization of others?

CHAPTER 8
The Consumer as Rebel

People never rebel just because they have to carry a heavy load or
because of exploitation. They don’t know life without exploitation,
they don’t even know that such a life exists. How can they desire
what they cannot imagine? The people will rebel only when, in a
single movement, someone tries to throw a second burden, a second
heavy bag onto their backs. The peasant will fall face down in the
mud – and then spring up and grab an ax. He’ll grab an ax, my
gracious sir, not simply because he can’t sustain this new burden –
he could carry it – he will rise because he feels that, in throwing the
second burden onto his back suddenly and stealthily, you have tried
to cheat him, you have treated him like an unthinking animal, you
have trampled what remains of his already strangled dignity, taken
him for an idiot who doesn’t see, feel, or understand. A man doesn’t
seize an ax in defence of his wallet, but in defence of his dignity.

Kapuscinski, 1983: p. 97
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This image of humans being able to use objects to express opposition to the
status quo and send signals to the perceived oppressor, suggested in the excerpt

from Kapuscinski above, offers a stark picture. Consumers can rebel against the
world of goods, either in part or whole, and can turn their backs on conventional
consumption. Depending on circumstance, they can invent their own forms of
consumption, full of meaning, but in revolting, they are not just against goods
but also against a set of social relations. Rebelling against products implies rebel-
lion against social processes. This double-edged interpretation has mostly been
perceived as deeply threatening to the architects and missionaries of the Fordist
Deal, as outlined in this book. If consumers don’t consume, there is no demand
and therefore a squeeze on work; progress slows. Therefore, goes the logic, it is the
consumer’s duty to consume.

In this chapter we explore this image of the consumer as rebel and its implica-
tions. It is an image with many layers. Taken at face value, the image of the con-
sumer as rebel flies in the face of the age-old wisdom, summed up in the Ancient
Roman writer Juvenal’s dismissive view of the Roman populace:

They are only seriously bothered about two things – bread and circuses. (Juvenal, 1999 (AD

110–30): x, i,80)

Consumption, he was arguing, buys peace; he was writing from the point of view
of rulers, of course, but he was articulating a cynical view that people will take the
short-term pleasures of consumption and put them above ‘higher’ morals. People
can be bought. Against this, there is a counterview – loudly articulated since the
1960s by one strand of Western anti-consumerism – that consumers can and
should resist consumption. Consumption equals incorporation; it ties one to
mainstream culture. Thus, if possessing goods from this culture signifies accep-
tance, it is more desirable to identify with other categories of goods, which lack
the undesirable connotations. A dichotomy of ‘good’ versus ‘bad’ goods under-
pins rebellious consumption.

This juxtaposition – rejection versus acceptance, good versus bad – engenders
rich discussions about the meaning of consumption, particularly the equation of
rebellion with youth culture, youth being equated with the new. In The Conquest
of Cool, Thomas Frank argued that what starts as resistance can easily and quickly
be incorporated into consumerism:

… rebel youth culture remains the cultural mode of the corporate moment, used to promote
not only specific products but the general idea of life in the cyber-revolution. Commercial
fantasies of rebellion, liberation, and outright ‘revolution’ against the stultifying demands of
mass society are commonplace almost to the point of invisibility in advertising, movies, and
television programming. (Frank 1997: 11)

This insight that rebellion can be incorporated into consumer capitalism has been
profitably explored by armies of psychologists, not least those working in and
for advertising, marketing, and product development analysts. These professions
have retained, and often burnished, the notion that consumption can be rebel-
lious, but have tamed its supposed dangers. ‘Come buy me; express opposition to
[parents/society/school/peer group] by owning me and being seen to own me.’
Rebellious consumption is ‘cool’. But this message has to steer a delicate dividing
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line between outright rebellion and partial or quasi-rebellion, conveying some
threat but not too much. If what starts as rebellious and cool becomes mass, then
its radical chic can easily be lost. The function of marketing therefore is to retain
the edge, to keep products that are in fact standardized looking and desired as
rebellious. According to this analysis, consumer rebellion is a kind of endless
round of identity rebellion, with every street cultural invention or rejection quickly
picked up and turned mainstream.

In their book, The Rebel Sell, Joseph Heath and Andrew Potter, reject this account
of consumption as rebellion (Heath and Potter, 2005; Marcuse, 1969). Far from
being threatening from the outside and needing to be tamed before they can be
incorporated, modern North American consumer rebels – from the 1960s hippie US
counterculture to the 1990s Canadian Adbusters group, which wittily confronted
the advertising industry with anti-ads or ‘culture jamming’ – have actually reinvig-
orated consumer capitalism. They are not peripheral but fundamental to con-
sumerism. ‘Culture jammers are not the first to try to break the system through
consumer revolt. Countercultural rebels have been playing the same game for over
forty years, and it obviously doesn’t work. The counterculture was, from its very
inception, intensely entrepreneurial’ (www.harpercanada.com/rs/excerpt.asp).
Rebellion, in Heath and Potter’s account, is actually the lifeblood of consumerism.
Far from being a threat, resistance is itself consumerist in that it expresses
and breeds new ideas, products and ways of being. Far from the counterculture
‘selling out’, a diagnosis that the Frankfurt school analysis of ‘incorporation’ sug-
gested, the acts of rebellion by the 1960s generation actually enabled a new wave
of consumption.

With the hippies, nothing symbolized their rejection of the ‘consumerism’ of American
society more than love beads, Birkenstocks and the VW Beetle. Yet during the ‘80s, the same
generation that had ‘tuned in, turned on and dropped out’ presided over the most signifi-
cant resurgence of conspicuous consumption in American history. The hippies became
yuppies. […]

The crucial point is that (contrary to rumor) the hippies did not sell out. Hippie ideology
and yuppie ideology are one and the same. There simply never was any tension between
the countercultural ideas that informed the ‘60s rebellion and the ideological require-
ments of the capitalist system. While there is no doubt that a cultural conflict developed
between the members of the counterculture and the defenders of the older American
Protestant establishment, there never was any tension between the values of the coun-
terculture and the functional requirements of the capitalist economic system. (Heath and
Potter, 2005)

Conscious or Unconscious Resistance?

Before the arrival of postmodernism, a whole generation of social critics in
the 1960s and 1970s battled against consumerism, which they blamed for the
disappearance of revolutionary ardour among the working-classes of Western
societies. Consumerism, as the bourgeois ideology of material possessions, was
readily absorbed within the Marxist view of alienated consciousness, a consciousness
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alienated not only in the course of commodity production, but equally by the
state, the machinery of mass media and other ideological apparatuses. For Marcuse,
consumerism penetrates into the unconscious mental structures, becoming the basis
for a ‘biological’ second nature:

The so-called consumer society and the politics of corporate capitalism have created a
second nature of man which ties him libidinally and aggressively to the commodity form.
The need for possessing, consuming, handling, and constantly renewing the gadgets,
devices, instruments, engines, offered to and imposed upon the people, for using these
wares even at the danger of one’s own destruction, has become a ‘biological’ need ... The
second nature of man thus militates against any change that would disrupt and perhaps even
abolish this dependence of man on a market ever more densely filled with merchandise – abol-
ish his existence as a consumer consuming himself in buying and selling. The needs gener-
ated by this system are thus eminently stabilizing, conservative needs: the counter-revolution
anchored in the instinctual structure. (Marcuse, 1969: 11)

That generation of social critics would have found images of the consumer preva-
lent in the 1980s highly problematic. For them, consumers were massively mani-
pulated, passive hostages to the capitalist logic of production; mass consumption
was frequently seen (as in the quote above) as a smoke-screen, a euphemism for
mass production and mass alienation (Williams, 1976).

Throughout the 1980s, an entirely new set of images of the consumer started
to appear; these images grew out of a rejection of earlier critiques of modern
consumption and all its paraphernalia, its luxuries and absurdities, its emphasis
on style, its seeming unconcern with the origins of the commodities on offer,
its obsession with difference and its domination by mass advertising and market-
ing. In place of the managed, manipulated and duped images of consumers of old,
the new images became brighter, more active, more creative. Heroic qualities
started to creep into images of consumers as explorers of new worlds or as artists.
No image, however, captures these heroic qualities as vividly as that of the
consumer-rebel.

Symbols of Rebellion

The view that social groups can find and express oppositional meanings in
particular activities or objects is hardly new or original. Smoking, for example, can
be a gesture of defiance, particularly in at a time when the evidence of its health
impact is so strong (Doll, et al., 2004; Surgeon-General of the United States, 2004).
To smoke in defiance of the evidence is the ultimate rebellion, an act of willful
self-sacrifice:

Smoking is not an addiction, but a form of rebellion – and much preferable to lobbing
missiles at Heathrow. This has always been clearest in the case of women. From the begin-
ning, smoke issuing from a lipstick-painted mouth was taken as a sign of sluthood. Thus mil-
lions of women took up the habit in solidarity with sluts and in hopes of being mistaken for
one. ... The other great smoking rebels are, of course, blue-collar males. Once smoking was
a bonding ritual performed by men of all classes, but when the suits turned to Perrier and
jogging, it became a mark of proletarian pride ... [and] defiance. Confronted with the
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capitalists’ homicidal abuses of the indoor and outdoor environment, who would not prefer
to die gallantly by one’s own hand? (Ehrenreich, 1994: 9)

Particular ways of looking, talking or walking, hairstyles, Camel cigarettes, Harley
Davidson motorbikes, bleached jeans, Dr. Martens shoes, can all function as icons
of disaffection and defiance. But are such tokens of modern anti-consumption, the
adoption of branded commodities by the alienated or the rebellious to convey
rejection of the system, really the acts of consumers-in-rebellion? Such groups do
not rebel against commodities, but use commodities to express protest. According
to this view, Dr. Martens, tough looks apart, are not even an instrument of rebel-
lion (like the axe in the hands of Kapuscinski’s rebel) but a symbol, which inci-
dentally happens to be a branded commodity. In similar ways, punks used safety
pins and razor blades as jewellery, signalling their protest through the use of
cheap and unbranded items of everyday life. And Naomi Klein’s No Logo (2000)
and Adbusters’ ‘Culture-jamming’, at first critiques, quickly became brands them-
selves; in 2004 Adbusters even produced its own brand of running shoes. The tran-
sition from opposition to becoming a brand was complete within two decades
(Heath and Potter, 2005).

Symbols of disaffection, whether expensive branded items or cheap everyday
ones, may be dismissed as tokens of youthful rebelliousness accompanied by sub-
mission to the rule of commodities. But on the other hand, is not this argument
in danger of implying that the cynicism of the observer(s) is shared by the con-
sumers? Not only disaffected young people, but many if not all consumers in
industrialized societies of the North use commodities to rebel against the com-
moditization of everyday life. What unites the 1970s’ use of safety pins as earrings
with the 1980s’ fashion of wearing torn jeans – the more frayed the better – as
symbols of defiance is the discovery of uses for objects distinctly different from
those assigned to them by manufacturers and merchandisers. This constitutes a
rebellion against:

the authority of the producer [which] lies in the capacity to define the meaning of that which
is consumed. Producers have more authority to the extent that the meaning or value of an
object or service is defined by how the producer understands, interprets, [and] judges it.
(Abercrombie, 1994: 51)

According to this view, unorthodox uses of standardized objects are not seen as
merely semiotic games (see Chapter 4, ‘The Consumer as Explorer’), but as genuine
acts of rebellion against the authority of the producer.

This acceptance of the consumer’s act of rebellion as real, heartfelt and poten-
tially dangerous is the starting point in Michel de Certeau’s The Practice of Everyday
Life (1984), which seeks to loosen the connection between a commodity and its
sign-value, defined by some omnipotent Baudrillardian code. It is wrong, argues
de Certeau, to equate consumption with the purchase of a particular item, its
physical expenditure or the appropriation of its (given) sign-value. Instead he
argues that consumers can resist the dominant economic order even as they
consume its outputs, its commodities and its images. This is done not by active
resistance (such as consumer boycotts, discussed later) or by passively refusing
to buy its products and images, but by using them in ways that are foreign or
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antagonistic to those intended by manufacturers, advertisers, and so on. In this
way, consumers may challenge the hegemonic order by rejecting the legitimacy
of its claims, even if they do not reject its products.

Two interrelated metaphors are central to de Certeau’s thinking: anti-
colonization and guerrilla warfare. Native Americans resisted the religious,
political and legal practices and representations imposed on them by Spanish
colonialism, ‘not by rejecting them or transforming them (though that
occurred as well), but by many different ways of using them in the service of
rules, customs or convictions foreign to the colonization which they could not
escape’ (de Certeau, 1984). Like those native Americans, consumers operate in
an occupied territory; like the native Americans, they appear to accept passively
what they receive. Yet in practice, they transform it, distort it, undermine
it, twist it, and laugh at it. De Certeau uses the French anthropologist Claude
Lévi-Strauss’ idea of bricolage, a mixture of creative makeshift, improvisation,
cunning and guileful ruses, to describe how consumers experiment with latent
symbolic properties of commodities and images, fashioning new and unex-
pected entities out of mass marketed components. This act is both creative and
oppositional.

De Certeau criticizes those radical and conservative critics of consumption
who regard the consumer as victim or at least passive recipient of standardized,
glamorized products:

In reality, a rationalized, expansionist, centralist, spectacular and clamorous production is
confronted by an entirely different kind of production, called ‘consumption’ and character-
ized by its ruses, its fragmentation (the result of the circumstances), its poaching, its clan-
destine nature, its tireless but quiet activity, in short its quasi-invisibility, since it shows itself
not in its own products (where would it place them?) but in an art of using products
imposed on it. (de Certeau, 1984: 32)

In this conception, consumption emerges as guerrilla fighting in an occupied
territory. The powerful define and construct ‘places’ like shopping streets and
malls, houses, cars, schools and factories that they seek to control and rule, using
strategies and plans. The weak, for their part, are forced to operate in these places,
but are constantly seeking to convert them into their own ‘spaces’, using ruse,
guile and deception and relying on suddenness and surprise. To the strategies of
the powerful, the weak proffer tactics, operating in isolated actions, forever dis-
covering cracks in the system and opportunities for gain. The joy of consumption,
then, comes not from the temporary sating of an addiction or from the fulfilment
of greed, but from outwitting a more powerful opponent who has stacked the
cards:

Innumerable ways of playing and foiling the other’s game, that is, the space instituted by
others, characterize the subtle, stubborn, resistant activity of groups which, since they lack
their own space, have to get along in a network of already established forces and represen-
tations. People have to make do with what they have. In these combatants’ stratagems,
there is a certain art of placing one’s blows, a pleasure in getting around the rules of a
constraining space. We see tactical and joyful dexterity of the mastery of a technique. Scapin
and Figaro are only literary echoes of this art. (de Certeau, 1984: 31)
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Torn Jeans

Fiske takes de Certeau’s arguments a step further, arguing that ‘consumption is a
tactical raid on the system’ (Fiske, 1989: 35). Consumption is neither passive nor
purely individual, but is part of a ‘popular culture [which] is made by the people,
not by the culture industry. All the culture industries can do is produce a reper-
toire of texts or cultural resources for the various formations of the people to use
or reject in the on-going process of producing their popular culture’ (Fiske, 1989:
24). Meanings and pleasures, argues Fiske, are not conjured up by merchandisers
of culture, trend-setters and other hirelings of capital; nor do meanings and plea-
sures reside in the texts themselves, whether they be TV programmes (Fiske, 1987),
shopping malls, designer clothes or advertisements. Instead, the meaning and the
pleasure emerge from the consumers’ active engagement with such texts and fre-
quent attempts to undermine them and subvert them. Fiske does not deny that
today’s cultural commodities:

bear the forces that we can call centralizing, disciplinary, hegemonic, massifying, commod-
ifying. Opposing these forces, however, are the cultural needs of the people, this shifting
matrix of social allegiances that transgress categories of the individual, or class or gender or
race or any category that is stable within the social order. These popular forces transform the
cultural commodity into a cultural resource, pluralize the meanings and pleasures it offers,
evade or resist its disciplinary efforts, fracture its homogeneity and coherence, raid or poach
upon its terrain. All popular culture is a process of struggle, of struggle over the meanings of
social experience, of one’s personhood and its relations to the social order and of the texts
and commodities of that order. (Fiske, 1989: 28)

In contrast to de Certeau’s consumer-guerrillas who, judging by the examples
he provides in the latter parts of his book, seem engaged in rather timid and eso-
teric practices, Fiske’s consumer-guerrillas sneer, jeer and shout. They despoil the
landscapes of capital, with graffiti, rubbish and noise; they tear, they break, they
steal (or ‘shop-lift’). They challenge ceaselessly capital’s attempts to define the
meanings of things and discover pleasure in destroying the pleasures that capital
ostentatiously offers. In this argument, Fiske taps an important tradition within
Anglo-American criminology, which through a series of studies of working-class
youth culture generated the idea that what mainline sociology defined as
deviance amounted to symbolic rebellion (Matza, 1964; Robins and Cohen, 1978;
Taylor et al., 1973). A dominant theme of this tradition was that what seemed like
hoodlum or nihilism was in fact a statement, at times poorly, at times well artic-
ulated, against the values of respectable society, including those of respectable
working-class.

Fiske transposes some of these ideas from the area of crime to the area of
consumption. His discussion the ‘Jeaning of America’, highlights the force of
these arguments. Far from lamenting the hegemony of blue-jeans in American
campuses as a sign of students willingly putting themselves in mass uniforms,
while deluding themselves with images of youthful vigour and glamour (as
Marcuse might have done), Fiske sees jeans as a cultural resource on which stu-
dents set busily to work. Blue-jeans are a text on which students can write and
read their own meanings. By disfiguring their jeans in particular ways, that is, by
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bleaching them, tie-dying them or, especially, tearing them, students can express
oppositional meanings to those intended by manufacturers and advertisers.
Thus, wearing torn jeans is ‘an example of a user not simply consuming a com-
modity but reworking it, treating it not as a completed object to be accepted pas-
sively, but as a cultural resource to be used’ (Fiske, 1989: 10). This is no idle
fiddling, but ‘a refusal of commodification and an assertion of one’s right to gen-
erate one’s own culture’ (Fiske, 1989: 15).

Unlike de Certeau’s cheerful bricoleurs, Fiske’s rebels are angry, conscious and
self-conscious; their tactics are not limited to semiotic games, jokes and fantasies,
but extend into action. In Fiske’s view, shop-lifting is true guerrilla infiltration
into enemy terrain. It affords the thrill and excitement of rebelling against a
system in which everything has to be paid for, and, when successfully accom-
plished, it marks a temporary victory of cunning against the strategies of capital,
its electronic eyes and surveillance apparatuses.

Shop-lifting is not a guerrilla raid just upon the store owners themselves, but upon the power
block in general. The store owners are merely metonyms for their allies in power – parents,
teachers, security guards, the legal system, and all agents of social discipline or repression.
(Fiske, 1989: 39)

Fiske’s position today seems dated. Over the last 20 years, even as he was writing,
jeans had their designer make-over. They moved from being personally adorned
to being factory adorned, with tears, designs, logos, bleach and colour effects
factored in at source. And the market fragmented, with astonishingly cheap jeans
being sold by discount retailers and own-label supermarkets, alongside others that
were astonishingly expensive but superficially nearly identical being sold by
upmarket fashion houses (Mintel, 2005). Behind the differences and nuances that
could be instantly appraised by the cognoscenti, lies a rapidly changed world of
production, now organized on global lines, with global chains of command (Icon
Group International, 2002).

So is Fiske’s narrative of shop-lifting and other raw acts of consumer rebellion
to be rejected? We think not. At its most extreme, when there is media coverage
of serious calamities such as earthquakes, power-cuts, uprisings or civil distur-
bances, it is noticeable how there is often property plunder. In societies marked by
extreme poverty and disparities of wealth, social dislocation may be an opportunity.
From this perspective, if individual shop-lifters may be seen as a free-shooters or
guerrilla snipers at consumer capitalism, urban rioters represent mass consumer
rebellion, a by-passing of the cash nexus, an opportunity to be oppportunistic. TV
screens conveying images of people plundering electrical stores and supermarkets
may be an indication that consumption can, as Fiske proposed, be the focal point
of social struggle and rebellion, as it was at the time of the food riots of two
centuries ago (Rudé, 1959; Thompson, 1993[1971]).

Tactics of Consumer Rebellion

Perhaps the quintessence of images of consumers as rebels is the joy-rider, who
steals a smart car, drives it at tremendous speed, performs outrageous manoeuvres,
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causes as much havoc along the way as possible, and outsmarts attempts by police
to stop him; the joy-rider is rarely ‘her’. In some corners of society, such
figures are celebrated, becoming quasi-folk heroes among disaffected youth, in
spite of the havoc they wreak and the real suffering that they cause when their
escapades take them in the path of pedestrians or, to their families, when they die
or are maimed themselves. Joy-riders are as daring as they are unpredictable. They
can enjoy the ultimate offering of consumer society, the fast car, not only with-
out paying for it, but without being restrained by the responsibilities and burdens
that such cars impose on their legitimate owners; alternatively, they may choose
slow, ugly and battered old cars to pit against the police, before wrecking them or
torching them. In all cases, they literally take over a piece of the road, rebelling
against and re-writing its rules and meanings (Light et al., 1993; McCarney, 1981;
Parker, 1974). To be sure, their victories may be short-lived as are those of most
rebels, but they are none the sweeter for it. They also create victims out of other
consumers.

Another archetype is perhaps the ram-raid, in which a powerful vehicle dri-
ves at speed into the window of a shop or any outlet with cash, usually late at
night; the raiders empty as much of the contents of the shop into the van as
they can and leave, while bystanders idly watch the spectacle or even cheer the
ram-raiders. At one ram-raid in genteel Bath in the early 1990s, the bystanders
physically stopped a policeman who tried in vain to arrest a group of ram-
raiders (Ryle, 1993). This upsurge generated a moral panic for some in that city
(local newspaper headline: ‘A City Centre Held to Ransom’), whereas for others
they became a weekly spectator sport (Pook, 1993). Ram-raiding is a worldwide
phenomenon, with ram-raiders seeming to take literally the advertisers’ mes-
sage ‘Come and get me’, ignoring, as advertisers do, the other part of the bar-
gain, the obligation to pay. Like joy-rides and shop-lifting, ram-raids feed
property-owning paranoias and are demonized by respectable society, which
endlessly seeks to criminalize and control them. Yet, the difficulty of control-
ling such guerrilla tactics reveals how well the tactics are chosen both to high-
light the weakest points of the system and to take advantage of them. What
starts off as shocking becomes part of the normality of culture; not desirable but
normal.

A rather different type of rebellion against commodities has been identified
by Susie Orbach and feminist analysts of obesity (Lang and Rayner, 2005). For
her, not only fat and over-eating, but also anorexia and related eating ‘disorders’
are forms of protest against consumer society; both over-eating and starving are
rejections of the social roles that define women in industrialized societies
(Orbach, 1978, 1986). If fat is a rebellion against being an object of adornment
and pleasure, anorexia is a symbolic rejection of the fruit of consumer society, a
refusal of the poisoned chalice. Anorexia, like a hunger strike, is a political ges-
ture, observes Orbach. Like shop-lifting, joy-riding and ram-raiding, eating dis-
orders can be interpreted as rebellions against the edicts of consumerism, rebellions
that do not always seek to destroy the objects of consumption but to redefine
them, reclaim them and re-appropriate them.

One tactic of rebellion is ‘subvertising’, the deliberate and organized addition
of adding graffiti to existing advertisements to subvert their meaning and destroy
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their appeal as consumerist icons (ECRA, 1994). The advertising industry is
sensitive to accusations of infringing norms of decency, yet it also plays with
the boundaries, knowing that to shock is to attract attention; and attention is a
key measure of advertising’s effectiveness. Subvertising therefore takes the sub-
tlety and starkly confronts the disguised exploitation. The subvertising tactic is
to be witty, pithy and daring and to expose social degradation. Sexism and
health have been two key areas of action. Early targets were ads that equated
ownership of cars with ownership or control of women. But today, the 1980s
campaign to confront and disfigure sexist advertisements of Fiat’s Panda cars
might seem quaint; surely no-one could take seriously sure crude advertise-
ments? Well, they did actually. And today, despite images of women as stronger
and more active, advertisements still rely upon sexuality to sell. Despite self-
regulation and self-policing, the boundaries of acceptable use of sexuality to sell
products has been pushed back. The sex might be presented more subtly (per-
haps), with women not in such submissive roles, but sex is being used nonethe-
less. The Australian campaign BUGA-UP (Billboard Utilizing Graffitists Against
Unhealthy Promotions) was another 1980s act of rebellion, set up by a group of
health professionals who systematically disfigured cigarette advertisements
(Chesterfield Evans, 1987). They were incensed by the huge budgets of anti-
health forces of the giant tobacco companies and decided that wit and despoli-
ation were warranted. When such tactics assume organized forms, they are
referred to as demarketing, as when campaign groups sponsor advertisements
calling on consumers not to consume a specific product (Matsu, 1994). A long-
standing exponent is the campaign to curtail use of animal fur waged by animal
welfare organizations such as that by PETA, the People for Ethical Treatment of
Animals, since 1980.

Rebels?

It would be easy but short-sighted to dismiss such rebellions as marginal or incon-
sequential. This is precisely what the strategies of hegemony would dictate, just
as occupying forces dismiss every act of resistance, sabotage and vandalism
against their rule as the product of a few trouble-makers and agitators. In 1934 in
the UK – the first year they were recorded – there were nearly 13,000 cases of
shop-lifters being apprehended; this rose to 300,000 by 2003–04 (Home Office
(UK), 2004). Most are male rather than female, and most events occur in the run-
up to Christmas. According to the 11th British Retail Crime Survey, in 2003,
theft by customers cost the retail sector £410 million, and theft by staff them-
selves another £282 million. Burglaries on retail sites was far less, valuing goods
taken at £111 million. ‘Old-fashioned’ crime like till snatches amounted to just
over £1 million (British Retail Consortium, 2004). The British Retail Consortium,
which represents most British retailers, estimates that, after years of steadily
rising, shop-lifting costs to retailers dropped in the early 2000s to total of £2 billion.
Enormous resources in equipment (CCTV, alarms, electronic tagging, and so
on), manpower, management systems, plans and strategies are devoted to its
curtailment and control, in a permanent and well-rehearsed cycle of action and
reaction.
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In a paradoxical way, the tactical raids on the system reinforce the rule of
commodities and consumerism; for they are primarily rebellions against a system
that denies its bounty to those who cannot afford it, but they seldom challenge the
value of the bounty or the companies that produce it. On the contrary, the ram-
raiders who display a preference for Benneton, just like the joy-rider who favours
BMWs, reinforce the iconic allure of these products. In this modern drama, the sui-
cide bomber in the public shopping space is the final nihilist, denying both them-
selves and others the chance to consume, an act of control and rebellion.

This extreme example apart, the adoption of particular brands as symbols of
oppositional ideologies reinforces the rule of brands. To be sure, torn jeans, unfil-
tered Camels and Harley Davidsons may act as potent signs of nihilistic dissaffec-
tion, but offer only a limited challenge to those in power. Rave parties, ram-raids,
joy-rides and even shop-lifting ultimately are tactics of symbolic protest, causing
annoyance and paranoia, but are hardly likely to cause the merest tremor in the
world’s stock exchanges. On the contrary, many rebellious tactics merely fuel new
areas of commodity production. This is not only manifested in the burgeoning
growth of the security industry, but equally in the appropriation and subsequent
emasculation by manufacturers of the symbols of rebellion. Do manufacturers
care if youngsters bleach their jeans, if they want different brands or celebrate
multi-cultural diversity, so long as they keep buying the products? (Rieff, 1993).

No sooner does a product become an icon of opposition than manufacturers
seek to capitalize on it, by mass-producing it, raising its price or discovering a
niche for it. The experience of jeans, discussed by Fiske, is instructive. As soon as
manufacturers discovered that jeans were no longer a uniform icon of youth,
independence and freedom, they adapted their products accordingly. Macy’s, the
large US department store, eagerly started selling jeans that were already shrunk,
bleached or torn. In this way, the big retailing outlet affects to become an accom-
plice to rebel-images of disfigured jeans, thereby compromising them and
neutralizing them. To be sure, as Fiske argues, new marks and new distinctions
are produced by consumers, for example, between ‘really rugged jeans’ and
‘mock rugged’ jeans. Yet, one suspects that rebellions that end up consumed with
such minutiae, only reinforce a system that prospers on diversity and difference.
These rebels, whether joyful or angry, may divert themselves and others with
their creative bricolage and occasional raids on the system. They may be cele-
brated as triumphant tricksters who poke fun at the system, but ultimately they
lack the moral indignation, the single-mindedness and the destructive fury of
true rebels.

Rebels with Causes

A system that can institutionalize rebelliousness by channelling it into unortho-
dox uses of its staples, blue-jeans, motorbikes or cigarettes, it could be argued,
commodifies rebelliousness itself. As steady stream of books from Vance Packard
to Heath and Potter have noted, consumer capitalism has an extraordinary capa-
city to take what first directly threatens it and, after a deep intake of breath,
convert it into a marketing opportunity (Heath and Potter, 2005; Packard,
1981[1957]). Instead of destruction and retribution, rebels vent their anger and
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frustration into commodities, buying them, stealing them, disfiguring them and
investing them with meaning. In such ways, they become entrapped in the very
mechanism from which they seek to escape.

Consumer boycotts

Not all forms of consumer rebellion are quite as easily accommodated. If the tear-
ing of jeans leaves the power block largely untroubled, the mere suggestion of
consumer boycotts or sabotage of its products can, if not seriously damage a com-
pany’s stock (except in dire circumstances), at least threaten its reputation and
cause executives troubled nights. The term ‘vigilante consumer’ was coined to
describe the activities of those organized or semi-organized consumers who take a
serious interest in companies’ ethical and environmental standards and lead pub-
lic opinion against those companies that are found wanting (Dickenson, 1993).
The UK magazine, Ethical Consumer has tracked consumer boycotts in UK since the
1990s. These range from boycotts against banks for their involvement in Third
World debt to supermarkets for building on green field sites, to cosmetic manufac-
turers for animal testing, to chemical companies for continuing production of CFC
gases. Entire countries have been singled out for boycotts – Botswana for forcing
bushmen out of national parks, Barbados as a tourist destination for the export of
monkeys for animal experimentation, Israel for ‘decades of refusing to abide by UN
resolutions’, Norway for its commercial whaling, Taiwan for continuing to import
rhino horn. The list on the website (www.ethicalconsumer.org/boycotts/boycotts_
list.htm) is long, but, given the existence of such boycotts in many free societies, it
is reasonable to ask about their effectiveness and impact.

Many of these boycotts attract limited media attention, although they may
be significant enough to affect corporate policies (Ethical Consumer, 1994;
Harrison et al., 2005). The threat of possible damage – to sales, reputation, staff
morale, brand image – may be enough to generate change. In the 1990s,
Neutrogena, manufacturers of the Norwegian Formula hand cream, moved its
production to France and declared that it was ‘adamantly opposed to whaling’
as a result of the anti-whaling campaign. All major supermarket chains in
Britain either stopped buying Faroese fish or declared its origin on the label, in
response to a campaign to protect the pilot whale. The cosmetics manufacturer,
L’Oréal, succeeded in having a consumer boycott of its products lifted, by sign-
ing an agreement with PETA, a US animal rights organization, to stop animal
testing on its products.

Against such success stories for consumer boycotts, it could be argued that there
are too many boycott calls and that collectively they are often too parochial
(‘single issue’) or too restricted to the fringes of consumption to have a serious
effect. The majority of consumers, overloaded by moral causes and saturated by
information, signs and messages, ends up resigned, confused, impotent or unpre-
pared to bother. The latest boycott, if it does gain attention, quickly fuses with
numerous other messages and images, and may vanish as meaningless noise rather
than as a lasting call to action. Yet neither companies nor the masses of consumers
can ignore the critical commentary on commodities sustained by continuing,
mutating and merging consumer boycotts. Baudrillard’s flying signifiers (Baudrillard,
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1988c) do not merely migrate from commodity to commodity as objects of desire,
but also as objects of rejection and avoidance. So it does not matter so much
what countries, companies or commodities are objects of current boycotts, as that
a succession of boycotts constantly mobilizes consumers to remind manufacturers,
merchandisers and retailers that they have moral and environmental responsibili-
ties. The boycott tactic invites consumers to act in their individual capacity to a
broader social end. Their effectiveness depends crucially on how well organized
they are and how much media coverage they generate (Friedman, 1985; Hermann,
1993; Smith, 1990), issues that we shall pick up in Chapter 9.

‘Alternative’ consumption – pop festivals

If consumer boycotts and vigilante consumers express a concern for the environ-
ment and ethics, they hardly undermine the deeper foundation of consumerism,
that good life is synonymous to rising living standards, better and bigger
consumption. Alternative forms of consumption represent a different type of
rebellion, one that repudiates products and practices of big capital, not because
they happen to be ethically questionable and environmentally damaging, but
because they are products and practices of a system that is ethically moribund and
environmentally calamitous. Such rebellions are not expressed in unorthodox
uses of products (although this may be part of it) nor in the rejection of targeted
products as in boycotts. These rebellions reject all Western-style consumption and
seek to supplant it with a radically different type of consumption, which encom-
passes a number of principles:

1 Consume less.
2 Consume local products.
3 Avoid products produced and merchandised by big capital.
4 Avoid cash and use alternative modes of economic transactions.

The last two of these principles are graphically portrayed by Hetherington in his
description of the Stonehenge pop festivals and New Age travellers, who have
sought to recreate in the 1990s something of the ethos of the 1960s hippies.

Almost anything could be bought at Stonehenge: drugs, New Age paraphernalia, health reme-
dies, old bits of tat, scrap, vehicle parts, food, services; one person used to provide hot baths in
an old tub in the middle of the field (surrounded by a screen), somebody even had the enter-
prising idea of selling people breakfast in bed, strawberries and Champagne if it was your birth-
day, otherwise fried-egg sandwiches! ... Consumption at Stonehenge when related to festival is
highly ambivalent. It is both spontaneous and organized, monetary but with a strong emphasis
on gift exchange; it is removed from all associations with rational consumption (licensed, taxed
and regulated) but the sense of reciprocity is strong. (Hetherington, 1992: 86–7)

Hetherington provides vivid descriptions of consumer-rebels who take over
the places of the powerful and at least temporarily make them their own. What
could be more symbolic than taking over Stonehenge, the archetypical heritage
site turned consumerist theme park, and reducing it to a no-go area for respectable
visitors, police and big capital. In this way, it becomes a shrine of alternative
consumption, waste and excess. Noisy, extravagant, unrestrained – pop festivals
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represent one challenge to the strategies of modern consumerism. They too,
however, can be compromised and hijacked by the cash nexus, as was illustrated
when the recreation of the Woodstock free festival in 1994, 25 years after the orig-
inal, turned into an all-ticket consumerist orgy. The Glastonbury festival in the
UK set out from its inception in 1970 to raise money for good causes. It combined
‘alternative’ consumption with the mainstream. The initial charge for the first festi-
val was £1; it was attended by 1500 people. By 2005, the ticket cost £125 plus £4
booking fee and £4 for postage and packing; 112,000 people attended (www.efes
tivals. co.uk/festivals/glastonbury/2005/tickets.shtml).

LETS

There are, however, quieter, more organized and down-to-earth challenges to con-
sumer capitalism. One such challenge is the LETS, or Local Exchange Trading
System. This is a form of cashless local economy in which people trade with each
other on a bartering basis. LETS provides a network of members, often computer-
ized, who offer their services and goods in exchange for units of a notional
currency. This notional currency is not convertible to cash, but can be used to buy
goods and services from other LETS members. The services range widely from gar-
dening and baby-sitting to legal advice and car maintenance, from music lessons to
accountancy, and from leasing of equipment (computers, lawn-mowers, washing-
machines) to architectural design. The first LETS experiments took place in a cash-
starved area of British Columbia in 1982; since then the system has spread into the
USA, New Zealand, Australia and elsewhere. In the UK, by 1996, there were over
40,000 people involved in schemes in 450 local currency systems. Most had been
formed since 1991, when LETSLINK-UK, a national development agency was set up
(LETSLINK-UK, 2005). The membership of individual LETS may vary from about 10
(the number required to set up a new system) to 500 and interest in the scheme
increased rapidly as a response to structural unemployment.

LETS is not merely a trading system at the margins of mainstream economy,
devoid of ideology or a sense of mission. On the contrary, many of LETS’ mem-
bers regard it as a way of strengthening community links undermined by the cash
nexus, and of regenerating local economies without relying on conventional cap-
ital. LETSLINK declares:

Capital flight deprives an area of a means to trade within itself. Many low-income areas,
however, still possess skills, human energy and potential, and all kinds of material resources.
All the components of real wealth are there, locked away, alongside a myriad of unmet needs.
All that is missing, essentially, is a medium of exchange. We simply need a communications
system, linking supply and demand. (LETSLINK-UK, 1994)

LETS enables those with limited cash resources to become involved actively in
their local economies and communities. Everyone, including the poorest people,
has something to offer; everyone, including the richest, has a need to be met.
Many of those who joined LETS report that they joined for ideological reasons,
but they discover that it makes good economic sense, especially in a period of
recession when the number of transactions increases considerably, if they accept
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payment in the local LETS currency. Some local traders, like grocers, opticians or
clothing stores, have opted to accept part of the payment in cash and part in local
currency and have reported much increased trade (Kellaway, 1993).

One issue that divides LETS schemes is whether their members should all
charge the same basic unit for their time or whether they should be allowed to
charge depending on the demand for their products and services. Some local
economies uphold two LETS schemes, one in each category. Predictably, this has
a divisive effect, since higher-status occupations tend to favour the differential
system, while lower-status occupations favour the uniform rate. At the moment,
it is not clear which system will predominate or whether the two can co-exist side
by side. In any case, LETS systems have provided a radical alternative to conven-
tional consumption, in several different ways. First, they focus on unbranded,
unadvertised and unmediated goods and services (advertising is limited to inter-
nal bulletins). They re-affirm the value of hand-made, home-made products and
regenerate arts and crafts, ranging from organic farming to woodland manage-
ment, cheese-making, spinning and weaving, which are swept aside by big
capital. Second, they bring together the person as a producer and seller of goods
and services with the person as buyer and consumer. In this way, they replace an
impersonal cash-nexus with a visible, personal relationship between consumer
and producer. Third, they enable individuals and groups whose lack of cash would
exclude them both from the local economy and from involvement in the
community. Fourth, they bring together people of different social classes in rela-
tions of mutuality that cross social boundaries and encourage accountability and
responsibility. Fifth, they keep capital local. Finally, they find a legitimate way of
generating economic activity that evades taxation and by-passes the legislative
and other apparatuses of the state.

The Ultimate Consumer-rebel: ‘Consume Less’?

In all the ways described above, LETS schemes represent a highly organized and
promising alternative to mainstream consumption, challenging its ethos and break-
ing some of its taboos. It is a mild rebellion, a well-tempered rebellion. It even goes
as far as to challenge the ultimate taboo against which few dare to express them-
selves – the equation of better life with more consumption (Durning, 1992). The
ascetic line, once such a prominent element of the Protestant work ethic and later
a central value of hippie lifestyles, seems to have disappeared from the public dis-
courses of the mass media and mainstream political debate. TV, press, magazines,
dependent as they are on advertising revenue, have warmly espoused the con-
cerns of activist-consumers or even ethical consumers, but they shy away from
any direct assault on the premise of consumerism. It is only in the last 30 years
that some progressive environmental and ethical consumer groups have started
to discuss seriously a frontal assault on the religion of ‘Shop ’til you drop, spend
’til the end, buy ’til you die’. In the words of Ignacio Peon Escalante, a Mexican
consumer/citizen activist:

Our vision is that we should live a more austere life, but also a better quality life; less quan-
tity and more quality. Mexicans believe that if they want to be modern, they must imitate
the Americans, aspire to their living standards. They confuse development with materialism,
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they think that being ‘modern’ means having instead of being. Consumerism is an absurd
form of materialism; this is true of the Third World as well as of the First World. (Interview
with the authors for first edition, 1994)

‘Consume less’ is the focal point of these discussions – is it a recipe for political
suicide, as the British Greens discovered when they seriously raised the issue as
part of their electoral campaign in 1992, or is it an outlandish slogan today that
will emerge as the commonsense of the future? Calls to consume less are all too
frequently ridiculed, especially if those who make them can be seen sporting
anything more ostentatious than sackcloth and ashes (Lansley, 1994; Sklair,
2002). Yet the earth’s finite resources and its finite tolerance for abuse and neglect
are no longer what Lasch called the ‘forbidden topic’ (Lasch, 1991). While the
Northern countries maintain their ‘riotous consumption standards’, they have
limited moral authority to pontificate to the ravished and exploited countries of
the Third World on the needs to respect the environment and to preserve the
earth’s natural resources (Korten, 2001; Stiglitz, 2002).

‘Consume less’ may become the final frontier of the consumer-rebel, the
consumer who does not merely seek living space within the present system or use
the products of the system to express disaffection and protest, but decides that
‘enough is enough’; anything less than a frontal assault on the core assumption of
consumerism is inadequate. Such an assault would, of course, transcend the limits of
rebellion and would amount to a major moral and political challenge to capitalist
hegemony. As Sklair (1991) has eloquently argued, capitalism throughout the world
has become so dependent on consumerism for its legitimation and reproduction
that any threat to the equation of ‘more’ with ‘better’ would be deeply subversive:

The control of ideas in the interests of consumerism is almost total. The ideas that are anta-
gonistic to the global capitalist project can be reduced to one central counter-hegemonic
idea, the rejection of the culture-ideology of consumerism itself. Without consumerism, the
rationale for continuous capitalist accumulation dissolves. It is the capacity to commodify all
ideas and material products in which they adhere, television images, advertisements,
newsprint, books, tapes, films and so on, not the ideas themselves, that capitalism strives to
appropriate. (1991: 82)

Beyond Rebellion

Images of consumers as rebels that started to emerge in the 1980s grew out of a
rejection of images of consumers as passive objects of manipulation, as victims.
Yet these are precisely the images that have fuelled not only the anger, but also
the tireless activity of self-confessed consumer advocates over the last two centuries
(see Chapter 9, ‘The Consumer as Activist’). In this chapter, two different forms
of rebellion have emerged. On the one hand, we examined the rebellion of those
consumers who challenge the authority of producers, not by completely rejecting
their wares, but by rejecting, first, the meanings assigned to them, second, the
methods of acquiring them, third, the methods of using them, fourth, the meth-
ods and costs, cultural and environmental, of their production. On the other
hand, we looked at the rebellion of those who reject everything about consump-
tion in the First World, its products, its meanings, its suppliers and its glamoriz-
ers and who are beginning to map out a radical new vision:

The Consumer as Rebel 149

09-Gabriel-3361(Ch08).qxd  2/23/2006  9:35 AM  Page 149



We are reaching the end of the line in terms of that kind of existence, materialism and con-
sumerism. People have not enough time in their lives to live. They work for long hours for
less pay. How do we move beyond consumerism and materialism? It is not enough to preach
and critique.

The only way away from materialism and consumerism is an alternative economic and social
framework with which people can identify. People will have less time at work and more on
alternative things. What do you do the rest of the time? You can spend it sitting in front of
a TV and get packaged entertainment and remain a bloated consumer society, or there is a
possibility that we can entice each other to become part of what I call the intimate society.
This is a volunteer economy, in which there is no market coercive relationships which trans-
form people into things, but on service and gift giving. The bottom line is that the more peo-
ple identify themselves with a serving capacity or a stewardship capacity, the less they define
themselves by the material things. I know that people who volunteer for work have less and
less time for their possessions and are less possessed by their possessions. They are serving,
they are giving, they are participating in a real way. Having said that I realize that you can-
not have true participatory democracy in a market economy. Worker-run companies have
absolutely no way of invigorating principles of democracy based on volunteer work, so long
as they have to survive in a market economy. (Jeremy Rifkin, in an interview with the authors,
1994)

The future of consumption, according to this vision, lies neither in rebellion, nor
in activism limited to the area of consumption. The consumer must act beyond
his or her interests as consumer, in short he or she must once again act as a citi-
zen, taking responsibility for the future.

In Conclusion

How convincing are images of consumers as rebels? As a corrective to images of
consumers as infinitely malleable, seducible and manageable, the phenomena
studied in this chapter are of considerable importance. De Certeau, Fiske, Aber-
crombie, Hermann and others have drawn attention to the unexpected, creative
and unmanageable aspects of modern consumption. Their contributions parallel
arguments concerning the resistance of workers to management’s strategies of
control. Just as organizations may contain an unmanaged terrain in which indi-
viduals evade management controls through play, jokes, stories and fantasies
(Gabriel, 1995), contemporary consumption entails a large unmanaged dimension,
vividly portrayed by these writers. The unmanaged dimensions of consumption
lie not so much in the rejection of consumer products, let alone in the rejection
of consumption itself, but in unorthodox appropriation and uses of these prod-
ucts, especially in ways that express protest.

Finding heroic qualities in these activities seems more problematic. Teenagers
enjoying fast rides in stolen cars may be romantically envisioned as rebels against
a system that denies each man his own fast car. Anorexic women can be seen as
hunger strikers, heroic in their defiance and self-sacrifice. Shop-lifters may be con-
jured as tricksters scoring victories at the expense of omnipresent electronic eyes.
Young people piercing or tattooing their skins or (more temperately) disfiguring
their blue-jeans may be seen as revolting against the values of respectable society.
Yet, such constructions may reveal more about the omnipotence of consumerism
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than challenges to it. Not only does consumer rebellion become automatically
channelled into the world of commodities where it can be compromised and
appropriated, but it automatically becomes commodified itself. Far from rejecting
consumerism, one can become a rebel (and appropriate the heroic qualities of this
image) simply by engaging in the appropriate type of consumption. Why pick up
an axe (like Kapuscinski’s rebel) when you can be a rebel merely by tearing up
your blue-jeans or having a stud passed through your nose? Camus was one of the
first to signal that rebellion can quickly degenerate into style, the rebel turning
into a dandy or an aesthete:

Romanticism demonstrates, in fact, that rebellion is part and parcel of dandyism: one of its
objectives is outward appearances. ... Dandyism inaugurates an aesthetic which is still valid
in our world, an aesthetic of solitary creators, who are obstinate rivals of a God they con-
demn. (Camus, 1971: 49)

Camus was not reluctant to castigate the sterility of this attitude, which accommo-
dates, eviscerates and commodifies rebellion. By comparison to aesthetic rebels of
this genre, who denounce the god of consumerism without denying him, the rebels
who preach alternative consumption, organize consumer boycotts or set up a local
LETS are far less romantic figures. Hollywood makes few films about them and post-
modern theorists seem not to notice them at all. Their tireless and largely unpaid
work goes mostly unnoticed, unless they can rouse enough people against the
building of a nuclear power station or the sale of powdered breastmilk substitutes
to the Third World so as to put a spanner in the plans of capital. Yet, it is these
largely invisible rebels who may in the long run provide the greater, if not the only,
challenge to consumerism. By saying ‘No’ or ‘Less’ or ‘Do it differently’, they may
force a questioning of the core assumptions of consumerism and open up a range
of choices that are currently if not invisible, at least submerged.

The Consumer as Rebel 151

09-Gabriel-3361(Ch08).qxd  2/23/2006  9:35 AM  Page 151



C
O
R
E

A GUMENTS
There is a long tradition of consumer activism in many different coun-
tries. The Irish gave the name to the boycott, but the Americans had
practised it much earlier against the British when pressing for inde-
pendence, as indeed did the Indians under Gandhi much later. But
consumer activism assumes many different formats: campaigns, legal
cases, education, individual and collective acts, whistle-blowing and
other forms of direct action. We identify four waves and types of con-
sumer activism, each with its own characteristics: the co-operative
movement, which argued that consumers must take control of pro-
duction; the value-for-money movement, which argued for scientific
testing of products to provide information on best value; Naderism,
which proposed that consumer activists must fight against corporate
greed; and a new wave of alternative or political activism, which seeks
to completely restructure and redefine consumption on more ethical
and ecological grounds. While there are tensions between these
waves of activism, elements of all four waves can be found to co-exist
in many of today’s initiatives.

CHAPTER 9
The Consumer as Activist

Consumption and leisure are not substitutes for power.

Lester Thurow, 1993: 121
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The Consumer as Activist 153

In this chapter we reflect and build on the analysis we offered in the first edition
on what we called the active consumer: those people and movements setting

out to promote the rights, consciousness and interests of either all or particular
groups of consumers. In the first edition of this book, we offered an historical and
sociological analysis of consumer movements as ‘active consumerism’. We
depicted this as emerging in four waves. We posited that each wave proposed not
only new forms of organizing, but different ways of looking at consumption. All
of these waves have left traces that are still visible in the world of consumer orga-
nizations today throughout the world. This chapter outlines those four waves of
consumer activism and asks what, if anything, has changed in the decade since
we outlined our theory. We conclude that some interesting realignments are
underway within and across the ‘waves’ of consumer activism, suggesting consid-
erable dynamism and inventiveness.

Consumer activists have been high profile in most reasonably affluent soci-
eties for decades – appearing on the media, writing reports, appealing for support,
giving government or companies a hard time. The range of their demands is
extensive, ranging from calls for better products and to new ways of producing
and selling. Responding to these protests and demands has had to be factored into
corporate strategy. Gone are the days when suppliers had to deal with con-
sumerists only in time of crisis. Today, being aware of and anticipating consumer
complaints almost before the activists have articulated them is routine corporate
behaviour. Of course, public relations in the pejorative sense of ‘spin’ and playing
with appearances happens, but even there rhetoric can belie significant change.
Companies don’t just want to anticipate or respond to criticism from active con-
sumers, for instance for better goods or more socially just or less exploitative
processes. They also want to be seen to be doing so. This tussle between compa-
nies, the state as regulator and overseer of commerce and active consumerists is
old, so it is perhaps surprising, as Winward suggested, that consumer activism ‘has
always been under-theorised’ (Winward, 1994: 77). Reading the academic and his-
torical literature for the first edition, we too noted the relative dearth of plausible
analyses of active consumerism. Happily, since we wrote the first edition, there
have been a few good, new studies that followed our call both to study and engage
with active consumerists (Harrison et al., 2005). None of these leads us to ques-
tion the value of the four models of active consumerism we proposed.

When consumer activists meet socially or in consumer congresses, there is no
shortage of reflection or analysis. Partly, this is due to the high calibre of people
attracted to work in such organizations. Partly, it is due to demanding work; argu-
ing a case for consumers requires constant attention to detail, the ‘opposition’
and strategies. And partly, this is a reflection of the values to which activists sub-
scribe. They want to make things better for others, for not just some but all con-
sumers. Back in 1995, we judged that the consumer movement tended to do its
most searing analysis in private, thereby leaving the theoretical terrain to acade-
mics. And we were underwhelmed with what we read. How different the situation
is over a decade on. There has been a rush of interest in studying and debating
the shape and role of consumer activism and academics have come out as engaged
in some serious analysis of, with and for consumer groups. 

This growth of interest is particularly pronounced in Europe and is probably
not unrelated to the growth of ‘single issue’ activism in Europe, replacing more
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conventional party politics. But it is also a reflection, perhaps, of a shift within the
social sciences, which a decade or so ago were dominated by the idealist debates
associated with postmodernism (Trentmann, 2005). In the 1980s and early 1990s,
academic approaches did appear to be dominated by cultural relativists looking at
meanings, cultures and signs of markets rather than their material realities. This
created a language divide with the more engaged activists who just ‘get on with it’.
This is no longer so. New studies, happily, are breaking down this schism. In the
UK, for instance, around a half of the 25 projects funded by the £5 million 2002–07
Cultures of Consumption programme of the national Economic and Social
Research Council had a dimension looking at different models of consumerism in
one form or another. In particular, as we prophesied, there is interest in the harder
end of consumer activism, those who push against market realities. And here, as we
will see later, what were fringe consumer actions have become mainstream.
Notions of fair trade and global justice were deemed very marginal actions indeed
in the mid 1990s. In 2005, G-8 discussions and global rock concerts such as Live 8
linked hunger, justice and arcane issues of tariffs and market access to millions of
‘ordinary’ consumers. The fringe had become trendy.

Active Consumers and Campaigners

Boycotts have long had a seminal role in consumer activism because they symbol-
ize a rejection of negative aspects of consumption and are the consumer-activists’
act of defiance. They have ‘bite’ not just heart. Named after Captain Boycott, an
Irish land agent against whom landless Irish peasants organized in 1880, the tactic
now known as boycotts dates from earlier. Solidarity action against particular prod-
ucts were known before, as Witowski’s study of the American non-importation
movement in the late 18th-century shows (Witkowski, 1989). In the 20th-century,
Gandhi’s ahimsa or non-violent direct action included the organization of con-
sumer boycotts of British cloth and salt. Boycotts range from local to global in their
scope and vary enormously in the degree to which they are organized. Craig Smith
has argued that their effectiveness depends on their visibility and that business
seeks to get round this, as when Argentinian corned beef was (reputedly) repackaged
and labelled as Brazilian to sell it in the UK during the Falklands-Malvinas 1982 War
(Smith, 1990: 227). Smith also argued that consumer boycotts against food products
tend to be more effective because food is a perishable good and consumed daily. Yet,
the longest food boycott – against Nestlé for its sales of breastfeeding substitutes –
has been well organized, has won consciousness and, on occasions, has dented
sales, but has not achieved its goals (Allain, 1991).

One major study of the effectiveness of consumer boycotts found that about
a quarter were successful in the USA between 1970 and 1980 (Friedman, 1985).
Another study, however, found that when stock prices of the target firms are taken
into the reckoning, boycotts are considerably more effective (White and Kare,
1990). The Ethical Consumer Research Association notes that a long-lasting boy-
cott by UK students against Barclays Bank for its support of the apartheid regime
was effective in dropping student use of Barclays from 27 percent of all students
to 15 percent. Barclays not only lost market share of an important slice of future
middle-class earnings, but also had its reputation tarnished. It bit the bullet and
withdrew from South Africa.
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Consumers are often keen to claim that they have boycotted products. Equally,
non-government organizations (NGOs) are keen to launch a boycott to give nego-
tiating clout. Boycotting something is rarely a majority action in mainstream cul-
ture; boycotts almost always come from, and appeal to, a minority. The issue is
how big is that minority and how well-organized can it be made? In 1992, accord-
ing to Hermann (Hermann, 1993), as many as 16 percent of grocery shoppers in
the USA had joined a boycott as compared to 8 percent in 1984. Two larger UK
studies by the Co-op found even higher percentages: 33 percent said they had
boycotted a good on ethical grounds in 1994 and 29 percent in 2003 (Co-operative
Group (UK), 2004: 7). Preparedness to boycott had remained firm at 60 percent.
The Ethical Consumer Research Association’s website gives a long list of boycotts
at any time in the UK (Ethical Consumer, 2005).

Debating the direction of consumer activism is not new; nor is the attempt to
organize disparate individual acts of consumption by appealing to higher moral or
political ends. Consumerism has always been enlightened by active attempts to
redirect consumer behaviour. The committed attempt to inject ethical and fair
trade notions into the otherwise free trade dominated discourse about world eco-
nomic development is not new. Most anti-colonial struggles have at some time
appealed to external as well as internal populations not to consume products being
made, owned or controlled by the oppressor. The US nonimportation movement
of 1764–76 was America’s first consumer revolt. Aimed against the import of
goods, it was more than a rejection of colonial tax laws, an expression of cultural
independence and an assertion of the local over the global. This was echoed in
anti-colonial struggles elsewhere, notably by Gandhi’s independence movement in
India. By signing a declaration in public that they would stop purchasing British
goods, his supporters also pledged, de facto, to live more frugally from local
resources as an assertion of community values (Witkowski, 1989). 

With the ending of the grand era of colonialism in the mid 20th-century, boy-
cotts gradually shifted use, becoming more of a refinement tool within market-
places. The world’s largest consumer organization, the US Consumers Union
(CU), was itself born out of a long and bitter struggle in the 1930s in Consumer
Research Inc., another organization that the CU eventually superseded. The fight
was over both formal philosophy – particularly attitudes to organized labour –
and over internal management styles (Hermann, 1993). Classically, consumer
organizations call on members to boycott a product or range until a perceived
wrong is put right. The anti-free trade movement of the 1990s began once more
to call for boycott action (Lang and Hines, 1993; Nader, 1991b).

The social historian E.P. Thompson showed how the emergence of the new
corn markets in 18th-century England were ‘disinfested of intrusive moral imper-
atives’ (Thompson, 1993[1971]: 202). An a-moralized version of Adam Smith’s
new political economy had to be imposed on British society. This conveniently
ignored Smith’s prior theory of moral sentiments (1759). People’s expectations
and life assumptions had to be re-moulded in a process that was messy and at
times bloody. In his celebrated essay on ‘The moral economy of the English crowd
in the eighteenth century’ (1993[1970]), Thompson showed how the food riots of
that century were the expression of people taking direct action against the impo-
sition of the new free market in grain because they were hungry. More impor-
tantly, however, they were reacting to higher food prices, as the paternalism of
Tudor economics gave way to the a-morality of Smith’s market forces. For Forbes,
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contemporary consumerism is but a version of the same principle, that is, the
‘organised reaction of individuals to inadequacies, perceived or real, of marketers,
the marketplace, market mechanisms, government, government services, and
consumer policy’ (Forbes, 1987: 4).

Is consumer activism therefore inevitably oppositional? We think not. Through
all the different manifestations of consumer activism explored here, there are some
common characteristics:

• Organization: the intervention is planned and organized to deliver a coher-
ent set of activities; the consumer bodies are to deliver that process.

• A desire for change: there is a moral edge to activism. Consumption is
viewed as a vehicle of its own transformation; it can therefore be imbued with
some mission.

• A notion of rights informs activism: consumers are deemed to have rights
that have to be fought for or else they will (probably) be lost or subverted to
others’ ends.

• Collectivity: individual actions can be strengthened by acting in concert
with others. Like workers in the workplace, individual consumers can be used
and manipulated. Together they will be stronger and more effective at achiev-
ing change or negotiation towards change.

• Values: consumption is not merely a set of market transactions but has moral
messages too, and consuming can be good or bad.

• Implications: consuming has effects on other people, on society or on the
environment that go beyond the act, good or service itself.

First Wave: Co-operative Consumers

The first widespread, organized consumer movement began as a working-class
reaction to excessive prices and poor quality goods, food in particular. The
Co-operative movement took off in its modern form in Rochdale in north-
west England in 1844, at the height of the industrialization process. The first
co-operatives in fact date from even earlier and were co-operative corn mills estab-
lished by skilled artisans. These were set up in opposition to local monopolies
who in the words of one co-op historian ‘had conspired to supply that most basic
of commodities, bread, at very high prices’ (Birchall, 1994: 4). In the 1760s, at
Woolwich and Chatham just to the south-east of London, not only were there
co-operative mills but bakeries too. The Woolwich co-op mill was burned down
and the other local bakers were accused of the arson.

Drawing on such experiences and the example of utopians such as Robert
Owen, whose thoughts and practices had developed at New Lanark Mills in
Scotland, the movement developed its creed. As Dr William King, one of the key
early thinkers said: ‘These evils may be cured: and the remedy is in our own
hands. The remedy is CO-OPERATION’ (Birchall, 1994: 9). By 1832, there were
500 local co-operative societies, but the movement collapsed in 1834 in the face
of outright state repression of working-class movements and internal weaknesses,
which were exacerbated by lack of rights and legal status. In some cases, such as
Brighton’s 1830s co-op, the success was such that its members were lured into selling
their shares for cash (Birchall, 1994: 31). Co-operative consumerism has always
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managed to amass assets (there are no profits to shareholders), which have offered
temptations. In 1997, an attempt to break up and sell off the UK Co-operative
Wholesale Society was foiled and ended in court.

Despite its chequered start in the 1830s, co-operation offered enough practical
proof that consumers could exercise power over production to attract others to
try. In the 1840s, another co-operative enterprise in Rochdale, England set up a
shop – now a museum – to sell goods to those who joined up. Profits, instead of
being allowed to be accumulated and ploughed back into manufacture, as in
Owen’s model, were divided amongst the co-operators (Redfern, 1913: 1–11). Co-
operation rather than Adam Smith’s self-interest should, so it was felt, be able to
function as the basis for meeting consumer needs. It prospered.

The principle of this new movement, which was extraordinarily successful both
in business and ideological terms, was ‘self-help by the people’. No distinction was
made between people as consumers and as producers. Business, co-operators argued,
divided producers from the output of their own hands. Co-operation was the great
social alternative to the capitalists’ economic armoury, which merely divided and
ruled the mass of working people (Thompson, 1994). This principle was summed
up by Percy Redfern in one of the classics of consumer activism:

In our common everyday needs the great industries of the world take their rise. We – the
mass of common men and women in all countries – also compose the world’s market. To sell
to us is the ultimate aim of the world’s business. Hence it is ourselves as consumers who
stand in a central relation to all the economies of the world, like the king in his kingdom. As
producers we go unto a particular factory, farm or mine, but as consumers we are set by
nature thus to give leadership, aim and purpose to the whole economic world. That we are
not kings, but serfs in the mass, is due to our failure to think and act together as consumers
and so to realise our true position and power. (Redfern, 1913: 12)

The appeal was to ordinary people to build from the bottom, and not to accept
their lot. Co-operation offered a richer, more fulfilled social existence, a chance
for working people to build a better world. To allow this mass to participate, a new
civic society had to be created, and vice versa. Co-operatives were a subversive
combination of theory and practice, means and ends, which were and still are
deeply threatening to prevailing market theory. The co-operator Holyoake paro-
died the movement’s detractors as follows:

The working class are not considered to be very rich in the quality of self-trust, or mutual trust.
The business habit is not thought to be their forte. The art of creating a large concern, and gov-
erning all its complications, is not usually supposed to belong to them. (Holyoake, 1872: 1)

The movement grew rapidly and proved the Jeremiahs wrong. The Rochdale
Pioneers, as they became known, had their own corn mill within 6 years. The
practice of local co-ops spread like wildfire – and its legacy continues to this day
(Thompson, 1994). Co-operation from below, rather than Owen’s benign pater-
nalist vision of production led from above, for mutual benefit, put the consumer
in charge, probably for the only time ever. In the mid 19th-century, the co-oper-
ative movement expanded into hundreds of local co-operative societies, each
fiercely independent, but gradually merging in the next century. Despite
hundreds of mergers, there are still over a hundred co-operative societies in the
UK alone.
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With time, and as 20th-century abundance weakened the case for defensive
co-operation,markets losttheirthreatandthemutualityprincipleweakened.Co-ops
became more like tenuous and tiny share holdings at the point of sale. For most
British people in the late 20th-century, the co-operation meant a process by
which customers at only one chain, the Co-op, received a coupon with the bill
at the check-out counter – the famous ‘divi’ or dividend. The scheme was closed
in the 1960s, overtaken by the nakedly capitalist savings stamps schemes run by
the rival private or stock-holder retailers, who in turn dropped it. The practice of
consumer co-operation for mutual benefit had become a trading stamp.

Nevertheless, a century and a half after its foundation, the Co-operative move-
ment has spread throughout the world. As Kofi Annan, Secretary-General of the
United Nations, wrote in 2003, the Co-operative movement 

is one of the largest organized segments of civil society, and plays a crucial role across a wide
spectrum of human aspiration and need. Co-operatives provide vital health, housing and
banking services; they promote education and gender equality; they protect the environ-
ment and workers’ rights. […] they help people in more than 100 countries better their lives
and those of their communities. (Annan, 2003)

There are 700 million people signed up to co-ops worldwide in those 100 countries.
Banks, factories, insurance, farming and retailing companies all reside under the

Co-op movement umbrella, even in the UK. In the 1990s, however, the UK move-
ment began to sell off huge parts of its food industrial empire. Vertical integration,
owning everything from land to point of sale, for so long a strength of the move-
ment, had by the end of the 20th-century become an economic liability. This was
now the era of flexible specialization and post-fordism, characterized by tough con-
tracts and specifications policed by ruthless retail giants to cut prices (Blythman,
2004; Lawrence, 2004). This was a far cry from the 1840s co-operators’ dream of an
autonomous empire with everything kept within the co-op family. The active con-
sumer could be born, eat, live and die, all serviced from within the movement.
With time and scale of operations, the direct control of consumers slipped away
and the co-operative societies were forced to retrench, amalgamate and restructure.
The Co-op had become associated with old values. Many began to write it off.

Today however there is a return of interest. The UK Co-operative Group has
started growing again in the 21st-century, after decades of decline in the face of the
conventional supermarket giants. A new generation of consumers, as we note
below, has emerged unhappy with the corporate giants open to what marketing
specialists call the ‘offer’ of co-ops. The UK Co-operative Bank, for instance, made
a virtue of what it said it would not invest in, and saw its client base increase and
rise up the social scale. The Co-operative Insurance Society, one of the UK’s largest
household insurers, managing £20 billon of business, undertook a massive consul-
tation with its users and decided to follow the Co-operative Bank’s example, apply-
ing ethical criteria to its business model. These were to include acting against fraud
and excessive top management (‘fat cat’) pay to arms manufacturing, labour rights,
genetic modification of food and environmental sustainability (Jones, 2005).

In other countries, the social class connotations of co-ops has not been so
stifling, so they have not had to fight to rebuild a modern image and business
practice. In Japan, the Seikatsu Clubs, a network of 700 consumer co-ops, pros-
pered from the 1960s (Nelson, 1991). The Seikatsu Club movement was started in
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1965 by a Tokyo housewife to buy milk more cheaply in bulk. When members
joined the Seikatsu Club, they made an initial investment of 1000 yen and paid a
similar sum every month. The clubs made a virtue of the duty to be harmonious
with nature by ‘taking action from the home’ (Gussow, 1991: 101–3). By the 1990s,
there were 25,000 local groups turning over an annual £260 million (Ekins, 1992).
Japan’s economic stagnation ensured that the no-profit message still appealed.

Despite, or indeed because of, a remarkable revolution in how foods were
processed and sold, food continued to be a key area of consumer disenchantment
with conventional modes of market relationship in the 20th-century. From the
1990s, scandals and crises were experienced around the globe over food quality,
safety, information, price, environmental damage and public health (Lang and
Heasman, 2004). Urban societies with long supply chains rely upon a trust relation-
ship, which if damaged takes time to repair. Not just in Japan, but in the heartlands
of capitalism such as the USA and Europe, co-operatives have often been a lifeline
for ‘alternative’ visions, from the wholefood co-ops of the 1970s (Hines, 1976) to
community-supported agriculture of the 1990s. Small direct farmer to consumer
links such as box schemes and farmers’ markets have emerged as highly visible loci
of activism. So-called box schemes build links between the consumer who pays a
fixed sum each week and the grower who provides a box of fresh food, whatever is in
season (Festing, 1993).

These initiatives are small and in formal economic terms barely register as irri-
tants to the big supermarket chains that now dwarf food retailing and frame supply
chains regionally and globally. Yet they have been very successful in capturing atten-
tion, offering a critique of conventional production, an appeal to immediacy and
an authenticity that the larger chains now also try to offer. In the early 1990s, the
Co-operative Group in the UK began to realize the opportunities this shifting con-
sumer consciousness offered and began a slow process of injecting ethical, health,
environmental and information advantages to its users (Co-operative Group (UK),
2004). Many within the movement saw this as a return to roots: a mix of enlightened
self-interest and citizenship, but above all the Co-op becoming once more an active
consumer organization after decades in retreat. The Co-op is also reconnecting with
its social mission, as a voice for the disenfranchised (Birchall, 2003).

The Co-operative movement now has a big challenge: how simultaneously to
address, confront, service, deliver on consumer appetites that are contradictory –
damaging ecology and health yet being bought with apparent free-will and aware-
ness! In the past, the co-operatives had an easier time; associated with decent but
low income working people, value-for-money was assumed to be a driver. The
hard work, zeal and commitment of the 19th-century pioneers who built the local
societies, who saved and invested in new shops, factories and land to serve working
people, all this brought good-quality goods and services to those who hitherto
had lacked them. The co-ops made consumerism affordable. But with the arrival
of the mass consumer society in the late 20th-century, that rationale for the
movement waned. Others could do it cheaper, faster, with modernity, without the
ideological worthiness. The co-op’s affairs were inevitably conducted by profes-
sional managers, whose vision became more pragmatic, though it never collapsed
into quite the ethos of other retail organizations. Despite these limitations, the
active co-operator/consumer retains its potency even if today’s global markets and
the international division of labour make it hard to realize. Will co-operatives be
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able to rebuild and combine ethics with efficiency? Be associated with flair and
panache rather than solid respectability – or recapture respectability as more
potent than flair and excitement? It remains to be seen.

Second Wave: Value-for-money Consumers

The second wave of the consumer movement is today by far the highest profile
wave of consumer activism, to such an extent that it is often wrongly regarded
as being the entire consumer movement. We term this ‘value-for-money’ con-
sumerism. This emerged in its modern form in the 1930s, but built upon tenta-
tive US consumer initiatives in the late 19th- and early 20th-centuries.

A Consumers League was formed in New York in 1891. In 1898, the National
Consumers League was formed from local groups and by 1903 had 64 branches
in 20 states. The movement took off after a celebrated exposé of wide-scale food
adulteration and bad trade. Upton Sinclair, a radical journalist, was sent to write
newspaper articles on the insanitary condition at the Chicago stockyards and the
meat packing plants. The result was The Jungle, a novel published in 1906 (Sinclair,
1985[1906]). A socialist, he hoped to proselytize with the political message that mar-
ket forces served neither worker nor consumer; he hoped to bring down US capital-
ism – instead he changed US food law. ‘I aimed at the public’s heart and by accident
hit it in the stomach’, he wrote, anticipating many a single issue consumer campaign
which launches a simple message, from which it generalizes (Sinclair, 1985[1906]).
As a result of the reaction to Sinclair’s book, legislation was rushed through Congress,
the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906 and the Meat Inspection Act of the same year,
an extraordinary impact for a book (Forbes, 1987: 4). The Federal Trade Commission
and a variety of anti-monopoly laws were also set up at the turn of the century.

These early US consumer groups placed heavy emphasis on the containment
of the emergent powerful corporations. Their writings were full of concerns about
the power of the new combines over individuals, both as workers and as con-
sumers. Unlike the first wave of consumerism, these groups were concerned about
the threat posed to consumers by increasing concentration and monopoly
capital. In the roaring 1920s with its unprecedented explosion of consumption,
Your Money’s Worth, (Chase and Schlink, 1927) a best selling book, tried to show
how consumers were being exploited even as they were first tasting the fruits of
mass production – the beginnings of what we term the Fordist bargain, pleasur-
able consumption as compensation for alienated work. A year later, one of the
authors, Schlink, founded Consumers Research Inc. to carry out consumer prod-
uct testing on a large scale. Its purpose was to provide research and information
to consumers. This was the first time that consumer activism saw itself as enabling
consumers to take best advantage of the market, rather than trying to undermine
the market through co-operative action or political agitation and lobbying.

In 1936, following a bitter confrontation over Schlink’s authoritarian manage-
ment, a group from Consumers Research Inc. split to form the Consumers Union.
Consumers Union is now a huge organization, with 450 staff in 2005. It proudly
states: ‘Since 1936, our mission has been to test products, inform the public,
and protect consumers’ (Consumers Union, 2005). At its publishing peak in the
mid 1990s, it had around 5 million subscribers to its magazine Consumer Reports,
which epitomizes the principle of second-wave consumerism, namely enabling its
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members to get best value for money by offering authoritative information. The
principle of value-for-money took root in the consumer movement and reached
its heyday in President John F. Kennedy’s 1962 ‘Consumer Message to Congress’
(Forbes, 1987: 37).

Some value-for-money organizations besides those in the USA have grown
into very substantial operations. The UK Consumers’ Association magazine
Which? had a 700,000 subscriber list by the mid 1990s, but this was down from a
million at the start of the decade, while The Dutch Konsumenten Bond had
660,000, the highest membership for any consumer movement in the West pro-
portionate to national population. The Belgian Test Achats, whose own subscriber
list is 320,000, has considerable extra weight due to its formal link with similar
Spanish, Portuguese and Italian groups who have 230,000, 150,000 and 350,000
subscribers respectively. Smaller organizations with the same ethos and publish-
ing a regular magazine can be found in many other countries, such as Germany,
Belgium, Denmark, Australia, New Zealand, and the newly independent countries
in transition, ex-Soviet or Eastern bloc, such as Slovenia.

But the recipe is the same. These magazines test products for safety, ease of use,
price, durability, task effectiveness; in short, overall value-for-money. Readers are
informed about the ‘best buy’ and warned about cons and bad buys. Large sums
of money are spent testing the products, usually in the consumer organization’s
own laboratories or test benches. And with the web, surveys and requests to hear
stories and problems from members has grown, a new more interactive con-
sumerism inside the consumer activist organizations themselves.

Unlike the co-operative movement, this second wave of consumer organiza-
tions has no pretensions of offering a radically different vision for society. Its
adherents see their role as ameliorative, to make the marketplace more efficient
and to champion the interests of the consumer within it. Their aim is to inform
and educate the consumer about the features that will enable them to act effec-
tively as consumers (John, 1994). The value-for-money model places consider-
able stress on rights to information and labelling and the right of redress if
something goes wrong. John Winward, former Director of Research at the UK
Consumers’ Association, conceived of these non-profit organizations as ‘infor-
mation co-operatives’ (Winward, 1994: 76–7).

Currently, second-wave consumerism is facing a number of difficulties. On the
one hand, post-Fordism and the proliferation of niche markets undermine
the possibility of meaningful comparisons between broadly similar products. On
the other hand, the number of subscribers of these organizations, which had risen
alongside rises in disposable income, began to drop from the early 1990s. This
happened for a number of reasons.

First, the pace and impact of technological change meant that consumer organi-
zations’ capacity to deliver durable consumer information became harder. As pro-
ducers delivered ever more nuanced ‘niche’ products into the marketplace, product
information was almost inevitably out-of-date almost before consumers got the data.
Models of everything from cars to computers were driven by post-Fordist production.
If the sheer range and proliferation of products make testing infinitely harder and
render such benchmarking quickly obsolete, one compensation is that consumers
have become more market savvy. Consumers compare and contrast products quickly
directly, without needing the mediation or championing of the organization.
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Second, the emergence of retail giants across national borders gave unprece-
dented buying power to large retail corporations that could then offer consumers
bargains. This pitched them, rather than consumer advocates, as the consumers’
champion. Retailers usurped the organizations as the consumers’ friend.

And third, value-for-money second-wave consumerism began to be hoist by its
individualist stance. This had been both its strength and its weakness. John
Beishon, a former Chief Executive of the UK Consumers’ Association, recognized
this in the early 1990s. He stated that the ‘main difficulty is that there is no strong
commonality of interest among consumers. […] Another serious difficulty lies in
raising the revenue to support a powerful, independent consumer body’ (Beishon,
1994: 5). This is a candid admission of the limitations of second-wave consumerism,
coming as it does from one of the richest consumer organizations in the world
and coinciding with deeply critical assessments of that organization’s narrow out-
look (Barker, 1994; Nicholson-Lord, 1994).

The main criticisms raised of second-wave consumerism have been that it fails
to address longer-term environmental and social issues; that it has an over-
whelmingly middle-class orientation based on the assumption of ever-increasing
standards of living; that, as a child of middle-class affluent consumption, it tends
not to focus on the plight of poorer consumers; and that it has an inappropriately
conservative approach to consumption. Second-wave consumerism has:

… rarely questioned the fundamental premise on which American industrialism is based: the
desirability of technical efficiency and of technological and economic growth. Instead, con-
sumerism has focused most of its attention on such problems as the lack of product safety
or of adequate consumer information. (Bloom and Stern, 1978: 14)

These criticisms apply to second-wave consumerism everywhere, not just in the
USA. However, they should not obscure the constraining effect that second-wave
groups have had on business. Their independence, their unwillingness to accept
advertising revenue and their sometimes religious obsession with accuracy has
given them an authority which companies and governments can only disregard
at their cost. Even if magazine subscriptions are down, influence is very high,
helped ironically by a rise in vociferousness and presence of two subsequent
waves of activism.

Third Wave: Naderism

The third wave of consumer activism, like the second, emerged in the USA. Its
figurehead, Ralph Nader, became one of the most admired US citizens in national
polls for years, until his presidential campaign in 2000 was blamed by many for
allowing George W. Bush to win the presidency. His 2004 campaign barely regis-
tered and he received accordingly less opprobrium. Nader is not someone to
worry about unpopularity. He initially shot into global, not just US, prominence
with the publication of his book Unsafe at Any Speed in 1965, an exposé of the car
industry (Nader, 1991b). The book argued that one automobile model in particu-
lar, the Chevrolet Corvair, and automobiles in general were poorly designed and
had built-in safety short-cuts. The industry had resisted giving priority to safety,
he alleged, a policy that, according to Nader, resulted in an annual slaughter of
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Americans: 51,000 in 1965. Highway accidents cost $8.3 billion in property damage,
medical expenses, lost wages and insurance overhead expenses (Nader, 1991b: vii).
Relying on independent tests, Nader showed how the Corvair easily went out of
control at 22 miles per hour, contrasting with its advertising claims of ‘easy han-
dling’, being ‘a family sedan’ and a car that ‘purrs for the girls’ (1991a[1965]: 27).
Yet the car’s road-handling on corners meant that it demanded ‘more driving skill
in order to avoid collision than any other American automobile’. As though that
was not bad enough, he catalogued how General Motors had failed to come clean
on the Corvair’s design faults and how when aware of these, it calculated that it
would be cheaper not to correct them. Overnight, Nader became a consumer
activist hero. What marked his approach as special was that he not only general-
ized from the particular, documenting how the Corvair may have been an extreme
case of consumer safety being a low priority, but that he spelt out at great length
how the case was only the tip of an iceberg. His perspective – much expanded and
expounded – posited the consumer activist against the corporate giants. In so doing,
he brilliantly voiced the interests of mainstream as well as radical consumers
emerging in the phenomenally affluent US society of the 1960s.

Nader, a Harvard-educated lawyer, quickly expanded his activities, setting
up the Center for Study of Responsive Law and the Project for Corporate
Responsibility in 1969. By the end of the 1970s he had spawned a series of orga-
nizations, staffed by young professionals, nick-named ‘Nader’s Raiders’, many of
them lawyers like himself, young, keen and prepared to be David to corporate
Goliaths. By the 1990s, there were 29 organizations with combined revenues of
$75–$80 million under the Nader umbrella (Brimelow and Spencer, 1990). The
common themes of these organizations were a distrust of corporations, a defence
of the individual against the giants, a demand that the state protect its citizens
and above all, an appeal for Americans to be citizens, not just consumers. Naderism
assumed that the consumer is relatively powerless in a world dominated by cor-
porate giants, whether these be automobile or insurance companies, the health
sector or the government–industry complex. The nature of commerce is stacked
against the customer, unless regulations or standards of conduct are fought for.
This is a hard fight, so the consumer organizations have to be tough, well briefed,
well organized and able to make optimum use of the mass media.

Nader brought a new punch to consumer politics and tapped a deep well of
public unease about the power of large corporations vis à vis the individual cus-
tomer. He saw the role of consumer organizations as going beyond getting the
consumer the best deal in the marketplace. He made the case for confronting the
market itself. Writing about the US food industry in 1970, for instance, Nader
made a number of charges about what it will do if left to its own devices:

Making food appear what it is not is an integral part of the $125 billion food industry. The
deception ranges from the surface packaging to the integrity of the food products’ quality
to the very shaping of food tastes. [...] In fact, very often the degradation of these standards
proceeds from the cosmetic treatment of food or is its direct cost by-product. [...] For too
long there has been an overwhelmingly dominant channel of distorted information from the
food industry to the consumer. [...] Company economy very often was the consumer’s cost
and hazard. As a result, competition became a way of beating one’s competitor by racing for
the lowest permissible common denominator. (Nader, 1970: v)
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The role of the state, in the absence of consumer pressure, is to collude with this
downward spiral, which disadvantages good businesses. The consumer activist’s
role was and is to confront, to expose, to stand up for public rights, to be a citi-
zen. A persistent theme is to bring the corporate state under the control of demo-
cratic forces, and away from the grip of big business (Krebs, 1992: 440–3).

Like the second wave of the consumer movement, Naderism is adamant on the
role of information and that information should be free and fair. If the first wave
saw capitalism as something to be stepped away from (co-ops are non-profit orga-
nizations that share out rather than accumulate or privatize profits), the second
wave sees its own role as that of providing information for the consumer to be able
to operate more effectively in the marketplace. And the third wave, Naderism, sees
capitalism as something to be accepted, but which has to be worked hard on to
prevent its excesses becoming its norms.

Naderism places great emphasis on information from consumer bodies as
debunking the misinformation systematically disseminated by companies. Nader
has described the situation thus: ‘It is time for consumers to have information
that will provide them with an effective understanding of the secrecy-clouded
situation’ (Nader, 1970: vii). Freedom of information – rather than product infor-
mation or mere labelling on a packet – has been a persistent theme for Nader.
Indeed, he helped inspire the UK Campaign for Freedom of Information in its
uphill task to reform the British state’s reflex for secrecy. (Britain only achieved an
overarching Freedom of Information Act in 2000, although there had been some
incremental improvement prior to that.) For Nader, secrecy is often a collusion
between state and commercial interests and it is the duty of the consumer activist
to break that collusion, or else she or he becomes an accomplice to it. Only vigi-
lant consumers can break the pact, said Nader:

Major corporations like their consumers to remain without a capacity for group purchasing
action, group legal action, group participating action before regulatory agencies. …The pos-
sibility that consumers banding together can muster their organised intelligence to play a
major role in shaping economic policy and the future of our political economy is an unsettling
one for the mega corporations that play much of the world’s economy. So too would be an
organised consumer initiative to assess the hazards of technology or forestall the marketing of
products which use consumers as test subjects or guinea pigs. (quoted in Beishon, 1994: 9)

Nader’s views have fed on the deep apprehension of American consumers, and the
public in general, towards anything big and unfettered corporate power in parti-
cular. Unlike second-wave organizations, Nader and his colleagues believe that
only active involvement by citizens at the local level can counteract these forces.
Whereas second-wave groups are reformist and ‘top-down’ in their strategies,
preferring lobbies to rallies, Naderism has been equally content to lobby and rally,
priding itself upon building up grassroots citizens action. In the marketplace, the
message is to be frugal, to get wise in ‘the vital art of self defense’ to ‘protect your-
self in the marketplace’, whether buying a car, health insurance, food or a house
(Nader and Smith, 1992). These are terms that echo the early American nonimpor-
tation movement resisting the British in the late 18th-century (Witkowski, 1989).

Unlike second-wave consumerism, Naderism, though admired, has not easily
been grafted onto the consumer cultures of other countries. Neither the political
culture nor the legal system nor the scale of consumption in other countries has
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until recently favoured the growth of Nader-like organizations. But with global
de-regulation in the 1990s and the emergence of regional trade blocs such as the EU
and NAFTA, Naderism’s persistent charge at the collusion of big business and the
state has found new allies. These have included environmental groups, animal wel-
fare groups, trades unions, as well as other consumer groups (Lang and Hines, 1993).

The globalization of consumer activism

Consumers’ International, formerly the International Organisation of Consumers
Unions (IOCU), is a global network founded in 1960, which has over 250 affili-
ated organizations from 115 countries (Consumers International, 2004). These
vary in size and wealth, with the larger and wealthier tending to be in affluent
Western countries, but activists are strong in developing countries too and the
Western groups have funded consumer activism in new markets of the South and,
for instance, in the former Eastern bloc after the USSR collapsed in the late 1980s.
Developing countries produced a new generation of consumer activists such as
Anwar Fazal, Martin Khor, Vandana Shiva and others, who have not only applied
the lessons of Naderism in their own countries but have taken on corporations
outside their national boundaries. But they have not done so for consumer rights
within the marketplace per se. Their vision has tended to be more social than con-
sumerist, reflecting development concerns. They were particularly active in the
anti-globalization movement from the 1990s. Developing countries, they argue,
are particularly vulnerable to the globalization of capital, equally for the well-being
of their consumers, as for their workers. The stress on citizenship is more impor-
tant than value for money in the strict sense. In the words of Khor:

Traditional value for money consumerism (what brand of washing machine to buy) is not
important for the Third World. What is important is pollution, world resources, what prod-
ucts should be promoted and what products should be banned. Should we have washing
machines at all? (Interview with the authors, January 1994)

The presence of this more questioning approach to consumerism within the
umbrella of consumerism has been problematic. Consumers International states
that it:

promotes the establishment of legislation, institutions and information that improve quality
of life and empower people to make changes in their own lives. It seeks to ensure that basic
human rights are recognised, and promotes understanding of people’s rights and responsi-
bilities as consumers. (Consumers International, 2004)

Rights and responsibilities are equally important. The rights are: for basic needs to
be satisfied, for safety, to be informed, to choose, to be heard, to redress, for con-
sumer education and for a healthy environment. Consumer responsibilities should
also ‘use their power in the market to drive out abuses, to encourage ethical practices
and to support sustainable consumption and production.’ Consumers International
members believe that developing and protecting consumers’ rights and their
awareness of their responsibilities are integral to the eradication of poverty, good
governance, social justice and respect for human rights, fair and effective market
economies and the protection of the environment (Consumers International, 2004).
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Fourth Wave: Alternative or Political Consumers

A new wave of consumer organizations emerged slowly in the 1970s and acceler-
ated in the 1980s, which in 1995 we termed ‘alternative consumerism’. A decade
ago, we sensed that while this fourth wave had many elements – green, ethical,
Third World solidarity and fair trade orientations – it as yet lacked any overall
coherence. Nonetheless, we felt there was sufficient commonality for these appar-
ently disparate groups to be one wave. We called it ‘alternative consumerism’.
Since the first edition of this book, that coherence has definitely emerged. A new
progressive consumer activism is building an ethical, social and ecological dimen-
sion into marketplace thinking (Harrison et al., 2005). It is now being called by
some ‘political activism’. The claims and arguments are increasingly confident. 

Today, we detect an important coming together of what were different strands
of new wave thinking. These strands are different – animal welfare, health, food,
ethics, fair-trade, labour rights and more – but their linkages are being recognized
even by companies. The largest food retailers in Europe, for instance, now rou-
tinely monitor consumer sentiment, and one detects a Maslow-like hierarchy of
priorities emerging within European consumerism. The thesis is simple: as con-
sumers become more affluent, their room to think about ‘ethical’ and wider issues
grows, putting new demands on retailers and the supply chain.

Ethics sit at the top of this retailer’s pyramid, highest or last-to-be-aspired-to in
the supposed consumer priority list. And indeed, over the last 30 years, ethically
derived coffees have moved from the consumer fringe to become everyday com-
modities, despite costing more. By 2003, fair trade had achieved 14 percent of the
UK roast and ground coffee market. Cafédirect, all of whose products carry the
Fairtrade Mark, had become the UK’s sixth largest coffee brand (Fairtrade Founda-
tion, 2005). Giant companies like Starbucks and Costa Coffee now promote fair
trade; Pret A Manger switched all its filter coffee (15% of sales) to fair trade in
2002. The motives for the switch are important. When people consume food or
drink, they are mostly (not all) uncomfortable with connotations of harm. In
brand terms, this had a triple message: a good product in its own right, has extra
special connotations and by consuming it, one can feel good.

If ethical consumerism is now the ‘hot’ strand within alternative or political con-
sumer activism, at the end of the 1980s, the most influential of the strands we out-
lined was green consumerism, an attempt to inject environmental consciousness
into product choice. This was driven by a then new environmental consciousness to
consume wisely in a manner that did not damage the capacity of future generations
to consume at all. Green consumers should protect the environment in a number of
ways, from purchasing more environmentally friendly products to resisting con-
sumption altogether. For the first time since the early Co-operative movement, con-
sumers were offered a message that it was politically right to set out to influence
production directly: buy this rather than that product and you can help good pro-
ducers to out-compete bad producers. ‘Good’ and ‘bad’ were defined in environ-
mental but also moralistic terms. If you consume badly, the implications will be felt
by more than you the consumer. Other generations, the environment, climate,
might be affected. Suddenly, the environment movement shifted from being oppo-
sitional to staking a claim in the marketplace. The impact was significant, although
right from its onset, some argued that it would be temporary (Cairncross, 1991: 153).
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The green consumer movement began in Europe and spread west to North
America. As Cairncross noted ‘the sheer speed with which green consumerism
erupted in some countries will also leave its mark’ (Cairncross, 1991). Seemingly
overnight, aerosols with CFCs and apples with pesticide residues became no-go
areas in the supermarket. The green consumer movement forced companies to
listen to them and spawned new ranges of products such as phosphate-free deter-
gents and cars with recyclable components, which gave consumers the option of
choosing ‘green’. Often these products, however, remained at the margins of
mainline consumption. Perhaps the more important role of green consumerism
was to question market supremacy that had dominated the 1980s. Green con-
sumerism represented a significant shift from the rampant individualism, short-
termism and venality of the Reagan–Thatcher years, assuming the role of primary
opposition to the New Right.

One effect of pressure from green consumer groups was that companies
started to undertake environmental audits as a way of gaining competitive advan-
tage over their competitors and fending off criticism. One branch of green con-
sumer activism monitored companies and pursued an approach akin to that
of second-wave consumerism by comparing products for their environmental
soundness and the green credentials of the company that produced them
(Elkington and Hailes, 1988). Its fundamental message was less apocalyptic than
it was in the early 1970s and more accommodating to productionism. ‘Consume
carefully’ it proclaimed, rather than ‘don’t consume’ or ‘consume less’.

By the early 21st-century, environmentalism had fragmented, with green con-
sumerism a niche in the mainstream. A whole new category of green businesses
and green product ranges had consolidated, ranging from cosmetics to electrical
goods and even cars, leading to a green producer–consumer nexus, where envi-
ronmentalists began to act as referees of corporate behaviour. Green consumer
activism had generated another niche in the product mix on offer. It is up to the
consumer to chose whether to save or destroy the planet. A MORI poll in Britain
suggested that half the country’s adult consumers had made at least one purchase
where the product was chosen rather than another because of its environment-
friendly packaging, formulation or advertising (Elkington and Hailes, 1988: 3).

But the tension between the reformists and radicals among consumer activists
continued. In one camp lay the proponents of a more caring, considerate capital-
ism: use purchasing power to reduce energy use; the Factor Four approach, for
instance, argues that technologically it is possible for advanced societies to reduce
their energy use by a factor of four and to become much more efficient than at
present, thus staving off ill-effects of emissions, and climate change (von Weizacher
et al., 1996). In the other camp were those who argued that the thrust of green
consumers should be to consume less altogether (Irvine, 1989). In some respects,
the first camp was charged by the latter with coming to the rescue of consumer
capitalism and giving it new opportunities for niche products, at the very
moment when tradition markets were being saturated.

Like earlier generations of reformers, green activists have been victims of their
own success, a process recognized by activists themselves, many of whom have
harboured no illusions about the limitations of green activism when restricted to
consumption. As a result, radical segments within the movement advocated the
case for more structural change (Irvine, 1989).
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If green consumerism became mainstream by the early 1990s, by the early
2000s, another previously fringe strand had become the high-profile new entrant:
ethical consumption. Reaffirming the moral dimension of consumer choice, ethical
consumerism initially seemed doomed to the margins (much as these authors
willed it to succeed). Who would push its case? Who would fund the necessary
organizations? Yet that funding and support emerged. In the UK, the fair trade-
oriented New Consumer organization rose and fell, but the Ethical Consumer
Research Association (ECRA) consolidated and thrived. In the USA, the Council
on Economic Priorities introduced a guide that rated 1300 US brands thus:

Every time you step up to a cash register, you vote. When you switch from one brand to
another, companies hear you clearly. You can help make America’s companies socially
responsible by using this guide. (Will et al., 1989: 143)

Ethical consumer groups grade products and companies on criteria such as these,
taken from Ethical Consumer magazine in 2004:

• Environmental: reporting, pollution, nuclear power, other;
• Animals: testing, factory farming, other;
• People: support for oppressive regimes, workers’ rights, code of conducts,

irresponsible marketing, armaments;
• Extras: genetic engineering, boycott calls, political activity, action alert.

These criteria have altered and deepened since the 1990s (Adams et al., 1991;
Ethical Consumer, 1993). When the ECRA was founded in Manchester, close to
Rochdale of co-operative pioneer fame, in the late 1980s, it was advised not to use
the word ‘consumer’ in its title ‘because the word is too narrow a definition of
what people do’ (Rob Harrison, interview with the authors, February 1994). The
word ‘consumer’ places an emphasis on only one aspect of people’s behaviour,
one that tends to deny the political and moral goals the organization had come
into existence to promote. By the mid 1990s, Rob Harrison of ECRA argued that
the organization’s goal is really to change culture and to promote a consumer
awareness of the global implications of Western consumption. Issues such as fair
trade, aid and exploitation of Third World workers, far from being marginal to the
ethics and politics of Western consumption, lie at its very heart (Wells and Jetter,
1991). Globally aware consumers, argued Anwar Fazal of IOCU Asia Office, ‘cannot
ignore the conditions under which products are made – the environmental
impact and working conditions. We are linked to them and we have a responsi-
bility for them’ (quoted in Wells and Jetter, 1991: 3).

The fair trade movement has sought to encourage links between producers and
workers of the South and consumers of the North by delivering products from
developing countries directly to rich consumer markets. It asks consumers to buy
these products in part because they return more money to the original producer
than does conventional trade and in part as a way of supporting non-exploitative
firms operating in the South. In this way, they hope to revitalize the old co-
operators’ goal of bringing the consumer and producer into closer relationship
(Barratt Brown, 1993: 184–6).

One particularly successful product in Europe, for instance, has been a coffee
branded as Cafédirect in the UK and as Max Havelaar in the Netherlands, named
after a famous Dutch novel of the same name, published in 1860, which denounced
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the use of slaves in the coffee trade, an early appeal to consumers (Mulatuli, 1987
[1860]). This coffee was adopted by the European Parliament as its official brand.
The Cafédirect brand sold its millionth packet in 1994, just 2 years after its
launch. By 2004, fair trade was an important force in 17 affluent food countries,
particularly for product sectors such as tea, confectionary and coffee, linking 350
commodity producers, representing 4.5 million farmers in developing countries,
to developed world markets (Fairtrade Foundation, 2005). Britain had become the
biggest market in the world for fair-traded products.

The Future: Convergence or Continued Divergence?

Since we outlined our waves of consumer activism, a number of important
changes have occurred all pointing to some convergence and cross-fertilization
across the waves of activism.

First, the fourth wave’s ethical and environmental values began to be absorbed
by the dominant and powerful second-wave or value-for-money consumer
groups. Corporate social responsibility (CSR) advocates became influential in
auditing company behaviour. The crises and bankcruptcies of giant firms such as
Enron in the USA and Parmalat in Italy encouraged financiers to see the economic
value of viewing companies through an ethical and longer-term filter (Harrison,
2003). CSR has been, in part, a response to consumer activists whose legitimacy
grew with the crises.

Second, co-operatives, the first wave, took note of, helped and began to adopt
the vitality and appeal of the fourth wave by making new commitments to posi-
tion co-operatives as more trustworthy sources of the necessities of life. The Co-
operative Bank’s pioneering return to ethics-led banking had been proven to be
good business as well as ethics. As we noted above, the Co-operative Insurance
Society decided in 2005 to do likewise. Co-op food retailing had tentatively begun
earlier, launching its ‘responsible retailing’ campaign in 1995 and consolidating
this in 2004 (Co-operative Group, 2004). Whatever final shape this takes, the
overt reconnection with ethics, health and social justice is interesting. Whereas
other retailers, for instance, may offer an ‘ethical range’, this is not done out of
conviction but to respond to consumers, to keep people coming who might other-
wise go elsewhere. The Co-op says it does it because it believes in it.

Third, in December 1999, the disparate strands of consumer activism came
together in Seattle in opposition to the proposed revision of the WTO’s GATT.
Suddenly, what had been ‘single issues’ in a wider activist agenda was brought
together by a realization that the same trade rules that threatened, say, animal
welfare also affect public health, the environment, labour rights, fair trade access.
In the 1990s, some within the single issue groups had learned that they shared a
more common agenda, but after Seattle it became legitimate to build alliances.
Thus, globalization reinvigorated consumer activism (Klein, 2000; Vidal, 1997).

Fourth, as we argued in our notion of the ‘twilight of consumerism’, a certain
ennui set in within consumer society. As Alan Durning asked: how much is enough?
(Durning, 1992). How much can one consume? There are no signs of an end to
consumption – far from it – but the activists began to feel the law of diminishing
returns. Ethical consumption began to experience what green consumerism had
undergone a decade earlier. Might the activists burn themselves out or, worse, win
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the publicity war but not alter mass consumer behaviour? Cheap airfares and
cheap food still win more consumer ‘votes’ than the social issues, however much
the polls suggest consumers want to act honourably.

One of the most effective globally organized consumer activist campaigns, the
International Baby Foods Action Network (IBFAN) has been struggling for over two
decades to achieve its ends. This heroic campaign has much to teach consumer
activists. It began as an alliance of health and religious workers, but quickly took on
the biggest food company in the world Nestlé (Lang et al., 2004). At moments
IBFAN dented Nestlé and the sales of other companies seeking to promote breast-
feeding substitutes, but the fact is that the company and products are still there. But
cynicism is not in order. We use the term ‘heroic’ not lightly. A small number of
dedicated workers worldwide have built the only really genuine global consumer
activist organization.

In Conclusion

How can we judge consumer activists? Is the consumer as activist doomed
to struggle endlessly against the odds, only achieving ‘success’ if it is narrowly
defined? A few cents or pence on or off a share price here; a dent in a company’s
market share there? If the ultimate goal is to redirect consumer culture, to give it
a particular moral bent, this is an enormous task and surely way beyond any con-
sumer organization, however rich, however well staffed.

All waves of consumer activism undoubtedly rely on people of considerable skill
and vision. As morally and politically driven individuals, they work hard, long
hours, often for low pay. Their rewards are a strange pleasure most easily observable
in single issue campaigns. Victories in such campaigns come by forcing govern-
ments to recognize their errors (for example, over the risks of BSE-infected meat),
companies to make policy u-turns (for example, Shell dumping the Brent Spa at
sea) or sought-after pieces of legislation reaching the statute books. To the outsider,
the reaction to such successes might be ‘so what?’; to the activist, these are occa-
sions for some cheer, a reassertion of consumer rights, a sense of winning against
superior forces. This moral certainty maintains the effort.

The consumer as activist struggles daily to redefine the notion of progress and
quality of life, to pursue happiness by consumption and to promote or create
debate. Crucially, it is the consumer as activist who confronts consumption,
explicitly seeking to alter its meaning and to redefine the cultural dynamic of
goods by reintroducing the validity of the idea of needs and wants. Few move-
ments apart from the feminist and gay movements have had such a discernible
effect in truly remoulding culture. And yet the consumer as activist seems to be
the great absentee from many celebrations of contemporary consumer culture.
This absence has left discussions on the subject seriously impoverished.

From this short review, very different strands of consumer activism emerge.
We have outlined our four waves, but across these waves are visible some other
characteristics, summarized in Table 9.1. Consumer-activists may be diverse, but
their efforts and successes constitute a stubborn rejection of the anarchism of the
market, by persistently stressing that right and wrong, damaging and beneficial,
useless and useful, needs and wants are concepts that cannot be written out of
consumption. The vast majority of consumers recognize these terms even as they
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continue to be driven heavily, but not exclusively by price, to be tempted by
advertising and to be seduced by images. Ironically, consumer activists today
perhaps achieve influence less in the marketplace and more via public relations
departments of companies which are now so finely tuned to neutralize or reduce
any potential shocks such as activists can deliver.

Many activists acknowledge that consumer capitalism can redefine itself in
ways that accommodate many of their demands. This may take the form of cre-
ating niche markets (for ethical or green products) or by accepting a degree of
regulation as a necessity for its continuing legitimation. Some consumer-activists
recognize this as an inevitable limitation of much reformist activity. This in
no way annihilates the value of their efforts or undermines the objectives, but
does mean that there is a ceaseless process of incorporation and accommodation,
as ideas are ‘cherry-picked’ and modifications made to products and processes,
ranging from slight to significant. Cynics might argue that this relegates ethical
consumption and other progressive movements to a process of being unpaid revi-
sionists of advanced capitalism. In some respects, this might be, and is, inevitable,
but in important ways, their contribution lies in acting as the moral conscience
of the existing system, a set of principles that is above price or minor product
amelioration and diversification. Others go further and view palliative reform as
inadequate in stopping the ruinous path of consumer capitalism. For them, the
concept of the consumer must now be itself overcome, having become fatally
flawed and compromised. Only by redefining how they think and act as con-
sumers can individuals today individually and collectively recover some of the
control that they have lost to the organizations and objects that now dominate
their lives and through which they express themselves.

In this important sense, the new wave of political consumerism incorporating
animal welfare, fair trade, ethical consumption and more, maps one clear if com-
plex path for consumers, a route for translating consumerism into citizenship. The
contrast between consumers and citizens is one conventional ideological contrast.
Much as we would like consumers to take the ‘high’ road, evidence suggests that
there are powerful forces pushing and pulling consumers in different and ‘low’
roads, too; consumer less versus consumer ever more. Political consumer activism,
by internalizing otherwise externalized social, environmental and human costs,
almost inevitably adds to the price of goods and services. Ultimately, we feel, con-
sumer activism has to face this fact. If humanity wants a decent society, it has to be
paid for. If it doesn’t, or enough don’t, society and the biosphere will pay anyway.
The stakes are high. Consumers as activists are unlikely to fade away!
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Table 9.1 Some dimensions of consumer activism

Dimension of activism Ranges from … To …

Organizational form Individual consumerist ‘heroes’ collectivist
Size of organization Small Large 
Range of action Single issue Entire consumer culture
Focus of action The state Corporations
Nature of activism Direct action Sentiment 
Values Reform markets Constrain or reduce markets 
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The increasing universality of consumerism has eroded an older tradi-
tion that approached people as citizens with rights and responsibil-
ities. This tradition looked at political action as the key to ensuring a
better and fairer quality of life. In the 20th-century, this democratic tra-
dition delivered a welfare system in many countries, where the state
acted as the guarantor that core human needs, such as education and
health, be met independently of ability to pay. Consumerism, on the
other hand, in the later part of the 20th-century proposed a model of
freedom and happiness through individual choice exercised in a
market environment. Currently, political culture is poised between giv-
ing primacy to voting or shopping. Consumerism has encroached core
citizenship terrain, including housing, healthcare and education. There
are, however, signs that a number of key obstacles may halt or even
reverse further erosion of citizenship. We single out three: casuali-
zation and job uncertainty, which undermine the Fordist Deal, problems
of information (including overload and access) and environmental
constraints.

CHAPTER 10
The Consumer as Citizen

We are witnessing the swift debasement of the concept of
‘citizen’ – the person who actively participates in shaping society’s
destiny – to that of ‘consumer’, whose franchise has become his or
her purchasing decisions.

Stuart Ewen, 1992: 23
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The idea of the citizen to some Anglo-Saxon ears has a rather quaint, old-
fashioned ring to it; citizenship was what liberal political theorists referred to,

civics was what children were taught in class. For other cultures, following the
legacy of the French Revolution, the concept of citizen is foundational to their
national and political identity. The contrast between consumer and citizen has
been the subject of considerable debate. Does the triumph of consumerism and
the omnipotence of markets consign the notion of citizenship to the history text-
books? Can consumerism replace citizenship as the guarantee of social rights?
Does the notion of citizenship add any value in societies where markets dominate
social relations? Can the consumer replace the citizen as the agent of social
change and become the basis of platform of opposition?

Many consumer activists, as we saw in Chapter 9, have also sought to proclaim
the ideal of citizenship in contradistinction to the notion of the consumer, which
they saw as too individualistic, restrictive, in short irrecoverably hi-jacked by the
political Right (Goldsmith and Mander, 2001; Khor, 2001; Korten, 2001; Martin,
2002; Nader, 1991a [1965]; Shiva, 2002). In this way, they have resurrected an older
idea propounded by the founder of the UK’s Which? (formerly the Consumers’
Association) and National Consumer Council, Michael Young, who had envisaged
organized consumers as a new third force for the citizenry, alongside organized labour
and organized capital and management. Even earlier in 1920, the co-operative theo-
rist, Percy Redfern, had called on consumers to unite to:

build a new social order – an order which may restore the primitive social unity, but now
upon a world scale instead of within the narrow circle of the township and village. (Redfern,
1920: 42)

In the past the consumer has paid. In the future he and she together must live and act as
citizens in the commonwealth of man. (Redfern, 1920: 57)

Yet almost as soon as the idea of citizenship re-emerged as the focus for progres-
sive opposition in the late 1980s, attracting to it demands for freedom of infor-
mation, written constitutional rights, electoral reform, and so on, the idea was
seized by New Right (Pirie, 1991) as a lifeline to keep the neo-liberal project on
course, even as it was beginning to be questioned. More recently, the idea of choice
that has prospered on the back of a consumerist ethos has been re-introduced into
discussions of citizenship to the point where consumerism may have colonized
citizenship.

In this chapter, we examine the chronic tension that has existed between the
idea of the consumer and that of the citizen, and assess whether the two repre-
sent conflicting tendencies. We also examine whether one of them can usurp the
other or whether there remains a place for both of them in contemporary culture.
Finally, we provide a provisional assessment on whether the concept of the citi-
zen can form the basis of a co-ordinated opposition to consumer capitalism. We
will see that the idea of citizenship is itself often commodified and corrupted
by consumer capitalism and the political and ideological powers that underpin it.
Yet we shall also note that whenever a vocabulary of opposition and defiance is
required it is as likely as not to proceed from the ideal of the citizen.
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Citizens and Consumers

We have no serious difficulty thinking of ourselves as consumers. Thinking of
ourselves as citizens is more problematic, even for those of us who spent our
childhood saluting the flag daily. ‘In this society, citizenship is an archaic term. It
is not part of the language of everyday life. Its value for understanding this life is
not evident either’ (Wexler, 1990: 166). Demands for citizenship and the right to
vote might be high on the popular agenda in a country engaged in mass struggle
for enfranchisement, such as South Africa during the five apartheid decades, but
in the so-called mature democracies like the USA and countries of the EU, the
right to vote and broader notions of citizenship have become more problematic.
Voting rates have declined, though citizenship re-asserts itself whenever voters
question a political agenda, such as the European Constitution. 

The idea of citizen implies mutuality and control as well as a balance of rights
and duties that is neither evident nor especially attractive to us. Citizens are active
members of communities, at once listened to, but also prepared to defer to the
will of the majority. Citizens have to argue their views and engage with the views
of others. In as much as they can make choices, citizens have a sense of superior
responsibility. Choosing as a citizen leads to a very different evaluation of alter-
natives from choosing as a consumer. As a citizen, one must confront the impli-
cations of one’s choices, their meaning and their moral value. The notion of
citizenship has at its core a ‘bond’, as T.H. Marshall noted, ‘a direct sense of com-
munity membership based on loyalty to a civilization which is a common pos-
session’ (Wexler, 1990: 169).

Consumers, on the other hand, need not be members of a community, nor do
they have to act on its behalf. Consumers operate in impersonal markets, where
they can make choices unburdened by guilt or social obligations. Both Marx and
Simmel remarked on how the cash nexus dissolves social bonds, the former to
criticize it as the root of alienation under capitalism, the latter to praise it as the
liberation from the fetters of the gift economy (Marx, 1972[1844]: 780: 1967[1867]:
770; Simmel, 1978: 660).

The two ideas have very different pedigrees. The citizen, the foundation of
Athenian democracy and reinvented and expanded by the American and French rev-
olutions, implies an equality among citizens, even if it denies it to others – slaves,
immigrants or refugees. It is essentially a political concept, defining individuals stand-
ing within a state and a community, according them rights and responsibilities
(Rawls, 1971: 699). The citizen is an impersonation of what Philip Rieff called ‘politi-
cal man’, the cultural ideal based on the notion that the good life, justice and happi-
ness can be attained through political action, rather than through religious faith; the
latter had been the recipe for salvation of political man’s predecessor, the ‘religious
man’ (Rieff, 1959, 1966). Common to both religious and political ideals was the pre-
supposition that each individual is an organic part of a whole, unable to achieve full
individuality and happiness except as a member of that whole. Where the ideal of the
citizen dramatically deviated from that of the religious believer was in the inalienable
rights of citizens to hold their own opinions and views. One can be a citizen while dis-
agreeing and criticizing the government; this was a new form of freedom.

The consumer, on the other hand, originates in a very different ideal, referred to
by Rieff as economic man, who seeks the good life in markets. Few variants of this
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ideal are as clear-cut as the Protestant work ethic, or, in the 20th-century, the
backbone of modern consumerism, the Fordist Deal (see Chapter 1, ‘The Emergence
of Contemporary Consumerism’). Here individuals act as atoms, unencumbered by
social responsibilities and duties, free from the obligation to account for their pref-
erences and choices. They are never required to endure sacrifices for a superior goal,
nor do their actions represent anybody other than themselves. They need not defer
to any collective majority.

The idea of the citizen can become easily idealized, becoming the focus of
nostalgia for a time when individuals were meant to be active members of politi-
cal communities and when economies where conceived as having national bound-
aries, when a vote created a political assembly which could control a national
economy. However, if such a notion of citizenship implies control, commitment
and bonding, it also carries since its earliest origins disturbing resonances of exclu-
sion and discrimination. Non-citizens, stateless persons, immigrants, refugees,
exiles, people without official papers and fixed addresses, vagrants, these are
people who may be legitimately harassed, exploited and discriminated against in
most societies, especially those which place a high premium on citizenship. The
outsider can be used as a mechanism of social division. Consumers, on the other
hand, generally face no such discrimination, so long as they can afford to pay.
Through money they may acquire a wide variety of things, including in many cases
‘citizenship’, the right to participate in a way of life, a dream.

How then is it possible that two ideas so different as citizen and consumer can
become part of the same discourse? Two main avenues have led to this convergence.
The Left, having lost faith in the consumer as the hero of right-wing economics
has sought to enlarge the consumer into a responsible consumer, a socially aware
consumer, a consumer who thinks ahead and tempers his or her desires by social
awareness, a consumer whose actions must be morally defensible and who must
occasionally be prepared to sacrifice personal pleasure to communal well-being. In
other words, the Left has stretched the idea of consumer in the direction of citizen.
The US organization Public Citizen and all the other organizations started by Nader
(See Chapter 9, ‘The Consumer as Activist’) have been prolific in campaigning and
promoting the idea of the citizen and of consumers as citizens. So concerned was
his team about the decline of meaningful US citizenship by the early 1990s that it
produced a civics package for use in schools (Isaac and Nader, 1992). This profiled
a number of key citizens’ movements representing the rights of women, minorities,
consumers, unions and environment. More importantly, the civics package took stu-
dents through the options a citizen has for participating in civil society: whistle-blow-
ing, pamphleteering, getting organized, arranging meetings, conducting research,
legal action, direct action, becoming a shareholder activist, and so on. The book, to
some extent, was a ‘how to’ and ‘what’ summary of much of third- and fourth-wave
consumer activism and was a classic statement, as Nader wrote in the ‘Foreword’, of
‘practicing civics, becoming a skilled citizen, using one’s skills to overcome apathy,
ignorance, greed or abuses of power in society at all levels …’ Nadar, 1991a[1965: iv]).
Similar moves followed the election of New Labour (a centrist rather than left gov-
ernment) in 1997 in the UK. The message was that the only route to rebuilding citi-
zenship from a consumer starting point was involvement with others.

The Right (which has repeatedly reinvented itself and even incorporated some
of the old centre), on the other hand, has sought to incorporate the citizen into
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its image of the consumer by using the spurious concept of ‘votes’ and ballots.
According to this argument, consumers vote in the marketplace in exactly the same
way as citizens voted in the Athenian agora of old. The marketplace becomes a sur-
rogate for political discourse or, in their view, incorporates political discourse, ren-
dering it redundant. The citizen is being redefined as a purchaser whose ‘ballots …
help create and maintain the trading areas, shopping centres, products, stores, and
the like’ (Dickinson and Hollander, 1991: 12). Buying becomes tantamount to voting,
market surveys the nearest we have to a collective will (Ewen, 1992: 23). In this way,
the more wealth or purchasing power the consumer has, the more ‘votes’ she or he
gets, thus transmogrifying the old political principle of one-person-one-vote.

So, when the idea of the citizen emerges in discussions of consumption, it
assumes different meanings. Nowhere is this more clear than in discussions of
TV (McRobbie, 1994, 1999). Market enthusiasts want unregulated TV, where indi-
viduals choose to watch what they want. In an age of multi-channel, satellite and
cable TV, if they do not like a programme, they vote by switching to a different
channel or by switching off and turning to their game consoles, their computer
or other personal entertainment systems. Public service advocates, on the other
hand, believe that if individuals act merely as consumers, they end up with a pro-
fusion of virtually indistinct channels appealing to the lowest common denomi-
nator. Their choice is narrowed to minutiae (Brown, 1991). If, however, they act
as citizens, they seek to control and regulate what is shown on their screens, voting
for a particular range of options and stopping others. Ultimately, the citizens do
not take markets as given but will seek to regulate them, control them and tame
them. They seek to do so either through direct action and active participation, or
indirectly, through the state. And this is where the state comes into discussions of
citizens and contemporary consumption.

The Dilution of the Citizen? Or Resurrection?

The nature of the state, however, is furiously contested. On the traditional Left, crit-
ics have long seen the state as the club of the ruling class, a mechanism for facili-
tating the interests of capital and oiling the wheels of commerce (Miliband, 1969;
O’Connor, 1973; Poulantzas, 1975). Social democrats and liberals have taken a more
accommodating position, arguing that the state can be used to ameliorate the con-
ditions of the poor, notably through welfare, educational and health provisions
(Beveridge, 1942; Bobbitt, 2002; Rawls, 1971). Conservatives of the older paternal-
ist school did not deviate much from the idea of the state as safety-net, though they
would draw a line between those deserving assistance and those not.

[Conservatism] regards it as the duty of the modern State to ensure to the subject pure air
and water, to see that his food is unadulterated, and to assist him to maintain himself and
his family in sickness and old age. It lays it down as a cardinal principle that every citizen shall
have a right, so far as is humanly possible, to a good education, open spaces, and healthy
conditions of life. The modern State is the assurance company which assures these benefits
to its citizens. (Bryant, 1929: 17)

Under the New Right of the 1980s, the state disowned such responsibilities.
Throughout the 1980s and 1990s (the Thatcher–Reagan years and their legacy), it
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set out, first, to dismantle the welfare philosophy through privatization and
contracting services to independent firms, and then explicitly they sought to
redefine it (Osborne and Gaebler, 1992; Pirie, 1991), turning citizens into con-
sumers (HM Government, 1991). According to this view, it is up to the citizens as
consumers to decide whether they want a service from the state and what quality
they are prepared to pay for. In simple terms, why bother voting for politicians to
provide public parks and clean air, if the Chicago futures market will trade pollu-
tion permits and if parks can be supplied by Disneyland and others? Public space,
from parks to pavements, is seen as an opportunity to sell, not to commune; it
becomes a marketplace, not a social place (Worpole, 2000). This marketization has
been most rigorously applied into the education, healthcare and pension sectors,
with even the social democratic welfarist countries under pressure to reform their
public sectors. The principles of consumer choice and individual responsibility are
subverting the idea of universal rights to health, education and pensions.

Critics of marketization draw upon three stands of analysis, broadly, sociolog-
ical, economic and political. One strand argues that government has been taken
over by totally unaccountable forces that corrupt the possibility of anyone having
control, whether termed consumer or citizen (Greider, 1992; Korten, 2001). For
both citizens and consumers, rights have become dependent upon wealth. For
Bauman, the poor have been made to look like failed citizens who mishandled
their exercise of choice and are now forced to accept the state’s choices on their
behalf (Bauman, 1998). As Golding has said, ‘to be poor is to endure conditional
citizenship’ (Lister, 1990: vii). The poor, of course, are marginalized by consumerism
but further fractionalized by gender and position in the workforce (Lister, 2004;
Lister and Campling, 2003; Toynbee, 2003).

The second strand of criticism asserts that the very idea that consumers or
market forces can govern affairs of state is absurd and that a public sector, distinct
from the private sector, has to be retained. 

The analogy between government and firms doesn’t hold water. Since the public sector is not
driven by the same profit motive – citizens’ priorities are different from stockholders’ – it has
not inherent reason to price its services more expensively. (Lynch and Makusen, 1993: 128)

According to this view, fundamental resources such as water, air, open space and
wildernesses should not be treated as commodities but as common goods to be
husbanded and cared for by agencies that are not penetrated by market forces
(Barlow and Clarke, 2002; Morgan, 2003).

The third strand set out to reclaim the notion of citizenship from the clutches
of the New Right (Crick, 2001, 2004; Lynch and Makusen, 1993). This strand
argues that the modern Anglo-American ‘hands off’ state with its individualistic
and pro-business orientation marks the nadir of true citizenship (Pollock and
Leys, 2004). David Rieff views the US citizen as no more than a supermarket cultural
browser: ‘For better or worse (probably both), ours is a culture of consumerism
and spectacle, of things and not ideas’ (Rieff, 1993: 63).

Where does the consumer movement stand in all this? In the UK, the con-
sumer movement was initially divided by the Right’s attempt to redefine the
citizen as consumer. The second-wave value-for-money organizations generally
supported initiatives such as John Major’s Citizen’s Charter and privatization,
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with minor reservations (HM Government, 1991). They believed that such moves
offered a better deal for consumers, raising the quality of service and widening the
range of options available to them. Few can argue that before the wave of priva-
tization, nationalized industries were perfect models of responsiveness, efficiency
or consideration for the needs of their customers. In doing so, second-wave orga-
nizations acknowledged the argument of the New Right that the state is unable to
conduct economic activity effectively, whether this amounts to running a trans-
port network, a health service or an automobile manufacture.

The third and fourth waves of consumer organizations, on the other hand, were
dismissive of both privatization and performance targets for the state sector
(Harrison et al., 2005; Lang, 1991). Privatization is seen as accelerating the dilution
of citizenship, accentuating social inequality and making public services contin-
gent on the ability to pay (Pollock and Leys, 2004). If the ideological principle of
progressive taxation is on the defensive, the idea that all citizens are entitled to cer-
tain services on an equal basis is also under attack from dominant political culture.
Many third- and fourth-wave thinkers were disparaging of the New Right’s efforts
to resurrect an ideal of citizen, even as it fostered inequalities and divisions within
their societies. These efforts were even more risible when seen against the tone of
political and cultural discourse set by the mass media. The days of the agora, of rea-
soned debate and personal involvement have long been overtaken by the politics
of the sound-bite, the image, the simulation and the passive evaluation of policies
and politicians after the manner of soap-powders. Even governments genuinely
committed to the ideal of citizenship would find it hard to take independent polit-
ical or economic action in an age of free trade, capital globalization and trans-
national institutions (Lang and Hines, 1993: 49; Nader, 1991a[1965]).

The rest of this chapter explores further the arguments above through three
important arenas, which are currently at the centre of political debate: privatiza-
tion and sub-contracting of public services, advice and information, and the envi-
ronmental impact of consumption.

Privatization and sub-contracting

The privatization of state industries is one of the central arenas in which these
arguments are currently being fought over. State industries were targeted by
Thatcherism as inefficient, failing to give value for money to the customer and ripe
for market discipline. Prior to that, certain consumer bodies had already argued the
case for increased competition in public services (National Consumer Council,
1978, 1979). They found themselves overtaken by the Thatcher government,
which went well beyond their recommendations and, in a wave of spectacular
privatizations, sold off water, telephone, electricity, gas, the state airline and even
public transport all to the private sector. Thatcher was a pioneer whose example
has been emulated worldwide, from Italy and the Netherlands to India and
Russia. The main opposition to these moves, outside party politics, came from
unions and, occasionally, environmental groups which took a broader citizen’s
approach, expressing a series of concerns regarding standards, public health and
safety implications, increased costs for low-income groups and lack of democratic
accountability. Reaction to privatization has been strongest in Latin American
countries, such as Venezuela and Brazil, where there has been fierce debate over
retention of public assets such as oil (Gott, 2000).
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The consumer might in the short-term benefit from competition, smarter
packaging, greater choice, but even the consumer bodies expressed reservations
about monitoring by independent regulators, financial redress, and so on. The
citizen, on the other hand, stood to lose massively from these moves. Not only
were a number of national assets taken away from them, but, subject to the market
mechanism, unprofitable operations were run down. More importantly, these
moves symbolized the ideological triumph of the neo-liberal and neo-conservative
creed that only free enterprise could run business efficiently and that all state-run
enterprise was doomed to dip endlessly into the tax-payers pocket. A service or
a commodity that did not attract purchasers in the market, according to the
Thatcherite logic, could be dispensed with. A wedge had been driven between
citizen and consumer. Under the rhetoric of a share-owning democracy, the con-
cept of the citizen was itself being privatized.

Another prong of the strategy to reduce citizens into consumers consisted
of the introduction of compulsory competitive tendering for local authority ser-
vices. In the UK, services such as street cleaning, school meals and direct labour
organizations in building maintenance were all contracted out in the early 1980s
(Whitfield, 1983). Subsequently in the 1990s, middle-class professional services
such as architects, legal services and residential care homes were all contracted out
too. What had previously been a nexus of national and local services regarded
as integral parts of the British state’s support structure for the citizen, became
markets. The privatization ethos spread in many other countries worldwide (for
example, Walker and Wang, 2005). Integrated services were now internally split
into purchasers and providers; as was seen in Chapter 2, ‘The Consumer as
Chooser’, this did not on the whole lead to an automatic shift of power in favour
of the consumer, but the citizen was certainly lessened. 

The introduction of a new language of ‘empowerment’, ‘internal markets’ and
‘mixed economy of care’, ‘public–private partnerships’ and ‘private finance
initiatives’ into public service organizations is significant. A service becomes a
commodity, even as a hollow vocabulary of empowerment, choice and quality
was rehearsed to justify it (Mather, 1991; Pirie, 1991; Walker and Wang, 2005).
What the rhetoric of the consumer achieved beyond doubt was to put business in
the driving seat, while constantly undermining the idea of citizens with rights
and obligations. The buzz-word of empowerment, hi-jacked from minority right
movements, was to provide both the coup de grâce to the old notion of citizen and
its banalization in the Citizen’s Charter, a UK government initiative launched in
1991 promising certain ‘rights’ for customers of state services (HM Government,
1991). This was a misnomer and might have been more accurately described as a
customers’ charter for public services about to be privatized. Academic critics
viewed it as ‘an exercise in improving supplier responsiveness to customers but
unaccompanied by any real shift in power to consumers’ (Hambleton and Hoggett,
1993). Utilities were made to promise targets such as the length of delay before
answering a phone, the percentage of trains arriving within a few minutes of the
promised arrival time, the number of crime enquiries completed, and so on. Over
the next decade, this discourse took root and became accepted as the normal
framework for policy-making. Tony Blair’s government enlarged the discourse,
tempering the rhetoric of consumer empowerment by injecting the Rawlsian
notion of balancing rights and responsibilities.
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Advice and information

The second issue that has highlighted the distance between older traditions of
citizenship and its reinvention by the neo-liberals has been the information
required to operate effectively as a consumer in a marketplace. Consumer advocates
are in agreement on this one. Since the earliest days of the consumer movement,
they have argued for the value of information, notably product information and
labelling, on the one hand, and general consumer education on areas like nutrition
and health which then enables them to discriminate between products and to
make good use of labelling information, on the other. As seen in the previous chap-
ter (Chapter 9, ‘The Consumer as Activist’), one of their earliest arguments was that
markets cannot operate as effective mechanisms against unscrupulous or ineffi-
cient suppliers unless consumers have the requisite information and right of
redress. All strands of consumer activism have also been in agreement that it is
essential for consumers to know their rights in front of the law (Cranston, 1984).
Consumers International, the umbrella group of consumer organizations, argues
that without information, markets cannot work; new institutions have to be cre-
ated to deliver this if they do not exist. In the UK, a national system of law cen-
tres, offering legal advice to consumers on a collective basis, started in the 1970s,
borrowing heavily from the US experience, and proposed by the Society of Labour
Lawyers (UK) (1968). The aim was to offer everybody access to the law, irrespec-
tive of their means to pay.

A separate scheme aimed at giving consumers information and advice emerged
in the 1970s, the Consumers Advice Centres. These had been pioneered by the
Consumers Association (now Which?), based on experience elsewhere in Europe.
The aims of the centres were to offer pre-shopping advice to help people decide
which product to purchase, as well as to assist them with complaints when pur-
chases had gone wrong. In practice, people did not use the pre-shopping advice
that much, but they did make extensive use of the complaint support schemes
(National Consumer Council (UK), 1977). Some of the centres handled as many as
40,000 enquiries a year, no mean index of interest at a local level. By 1975, there
were 75 in the UK and they processed half a million complaints in a year. By 1977,
there were 120 centres, 79 of which had been set up without central government
help (Fulop, 1977: 22–3). Better evidence of the consumers’ thirst for support and
information cannot be supplied than the success of this scheme. Yet one of the very
first things that the new Thatcher government did was to cut central government
funds to the Consumer Advice Centres. Part of this function now resides with the
older established Citizens’ Advice Bureaux, which cover all aspects of legal redress.

And what of information? Capitalist societies are not all the same. They have
starkly contrasting cultures and notions of rights, community and individualism –
in short, of citizenship (Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars, 1993). Yet consumer
activists have insisted that unless there is information about goods and services,
inadequate goods will be left on the market, when with due information they
would not survive. The market alone cannot be left to discriminate between safe
and unsafe products, such as medical drugs or food additives. Information, in the
form of independent findings, are an essential prerequisite for consumer and citi-
zen safety. And what was the solution of Thatcherism to this? To commodify infor-
mation and advice, just as it encouraged the commodification of public services
and of the idea of the citizen itself. If consumers wants advice, was the argument,
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let them pay for it individually; there is no need for government to supply
such information. Companies, watch-dogs and, not least, consumer organizations
themselves can do this very effectively. Consumer activists, on the other hand,
argued that in the light of the massive resources devoted to advertising by capi-
talist organizations, state involvement and some funding is vitally needed to
counter the vast inequality in resources companies put behind sales information
for products (through advertising, marketing, and so on), compared to the
resources available for consumer information and education (Loudon and Della
Bitta, 1993).

Since the first edition of this book, the arrival of the Internet has opened vast
new opportunities for consumers to obtain information. The media, including
the older ones like TV, radio and papers, have embraced the consumer as an
opportunity to provide a variety of services and information. The role of the
media in relation to consumerism is complex. On the one hand, the media are a
conduit of facts about consumers and consumer news reports; conduct product
tests on behalf of consumers, report results, make judgments of best and worst
buys; champion causes on behalf of consumers, conducting investigations and
delivering exposés; inform consumers of products and processes, rights and
wrongs, responsibilities and opportunities. On the other hand, the media also sell
goods and services to consumers, directly or indirectly, promote celebrities as
archetypes of consumption and are the major carriers of the consumerist ideology
that the good life is to be found in material goods (see Chapters 1 and 3).

Citizens, consumers and the environment

The environment is another key location from which to explore the differing out-
looks between consumer and citizen. It also is a litmus test for distinguishing
between the citizen as a mechanism for self-discipline and control and the citizen
as a vehicle for seeking to re-establish a deeper spirit of community and general
welfare. The consumer’s role in either damaging or protecting the environment is
an issue that has generated considerable rancour within the organized consumer
movement, sections of which initially did not see the environment as a consumer
issue at all. Some of them went as far as seeing environmental regulations as anti-
consumer, a back door into protectionism and, therefore, higher prices in the
shops. ‘The environment is not a consumer issue’ is a position that now only rarely,
if at all, appears in consumer circles. The older waves of the consumer movement
were slow to integrate even weak environmental criteria into their value-for-
money assessments of consumer goods. But today it is de rigeur for responsible
consumerism to include environmental strategies ranging from pale green to dark
green. The former focuses on environmental labelling, energy audits and niche
products with marginal green gain; the latter ranges from stringent recycling and
product footprints (see below) to a more generalized advocacy to consume local
products and even to consume less, if possible.

Environmentalists, for their part, have since the late 1960s urged retailers to
cut down on packaging and shoppers to recycle or reuse where possible. As a
result, appeals to consumers to clean up their own back-yard and use their pur-
chasing power to force industry to tidy up its act have become part of the cultural
landscape. Jay Hair, then President of the National Wildlife Federation, urged
Americans to take 10 practical steps if they wish to act as citizens rather than
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consumers (Hair, 1989). These included actions such as cutting down on trash,
using cloth diapers (nappies), not leaving water running needlessly, reusing grocery
bags, planting a tree and using public transport or car pools. Such encouragements
to act responsibly, to consume wisely and to think of the eco-sphere as one con-
sumes seek to reintroduce a citizen’s ethic of social responsibility, which goes
beyond the consumer’s narrow self-interest, countering the ethos of a throw-away
society (Ecologist, 2001). What this vision of planet-Earth citizenship was accused of
lacking was any wider notion of social solidarity, civic debate, co-ordinated action
or sacrifice. It individualized the idea of citizenship, as if becoming a citizen was
a matter of individual choice alone. In this way, citizenship became a lifestyle, how-
ever praiseworthy and necessary, which could easily degenerate into tokenism and
was hardly likely to alter the politics of consumption.

A more collective appeal to consumers as citizens resorts to communal
citizens’ action to restrain the free market and introduce ‘green’ measures through
legislation or taxation, at international, national or local levels. European envi-
ronmental groups have turned to the EU as the state forum on which campaigns
for the protection of the environment and individual consumers could be debated
and acted upon. It was at this forum that measures such as the setting of standards
for controlling pesticide residues, genetic engineering and the pollution of
European beaches, as well as access to environmental information, recycling elec-
trical goods and cars and eco-labelling (such as labelling washing-machines or
refrigerators for their energy efficiency) were debated. Some of these debates went
in the environmentalists’ favour and some went against. However, the important
matter is that European institutions emerged as an important new terrain for
citizenship and as political bodies delivering environmental protection.

Citizenship, at a local level, can go beyond choosing as an individual whether
to recycle the aluminium can of your soft drink or beer into acting in concert with
other citizens. The UN Conference on Environment and Development in 1992
enshrined this community basis for citizenship and consumption in the Local
Agenda 21 strategy (UN, 1992). This proposed that localities should define their
own goals, in consultation with local populations, and should then be supported by
central government to deliver those objectives. This strategy built upon the experi-
ence of pioneering green citizen local economies. For instance, in the German town
of Kassel, citizens forced the authorities to institute a local tax charged on fast-food
packaging, against bitter legal opposition from well-known fast-food companies
and canned-drink dispenser machine companies. The tax dramatically altered con-
sumer behaviour and also led to a reduction in packaging. Its success encouraged
500 other towns to follow suit (Tomforde, 1994). Such measures re-affirm the power
of citizens to regulate consumption, even when this implies a reduction of choice
for the individual consumer or costlier products. One is denied the option of choos-
ing to pollute, just as one may on public health grounds be denied the right to spit
on pavements. Despite the success of the Local Agenda 21-type initiatives, the
fundamentals of consumerism have not been altered.

The diverging outlooks of consumer and citizen over the environment is
encapsulated in the notion of ‘environmental space’ or ‘ecological footprints’
(van Brakel and Buitenkamp, 1992; van Brakel and Zagema, 1994; Wackernagel
et al., 1996). This notion proposes that every consumer action leaves a ‘footprint’
on the ecological system and that every consumer takes up a certain amount of
ecological space. By using a battery, by driving a car, by purchasing a computer,
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or by eating meat every day, contemporary Western consumers are leaving
disproportionately large and deep imprints on the environment, in comparison
to earlier generations and to the vast majority of the world’s consumers. It is pos-
sible to calculate the overall footprint of a city, such as London, helping thereby
set policy goals (Lyndhurst and Greater London Authority, 2003). To achieve any
goal of sustainable development, rich Northern consumers will have to reduce
their consumption of the earth’s resources. In the Netherlands, for instance, it has
been calculated that consumers will have to reduce their fresh water usage by 30
percent by the year 2010 and reduce their consumption of meat and milk (the
production of which are notoriously heavy users of agricultural space and energy)
if the drop in available Netherlands land per citizen is to be met without using
other countries as ‘hidden’ supporters of supposed Netherlands’ farming efficiency
(van Brakel and Zagema, 1994: 18). In the decade following this study and its
recommendations, little has been done to meet these targets.

In spite of initiatives like these, some environmentalists have argued that
Western consumption (including its consumer organizations) have become part of
a new class system (Harrison et al., 2005). A new ruling class, the ‘consuming class’,
oppresses everybody else both materially and ideologically, consuming unequally
while selling an impossible dream of happiness through consumption. Political
economy in the 21st-century will be dominated by this new class dynamic and rich
consumers, unless they have a change of heart politically and re-orient what they
define as a good quality of life, will argue for a retention of their ‘rights’ to consume
unequal shares of resources. Consumerism and citizenship, according to this view,
are incompatible (Durning, 1992; UNEP, 2001). Consumer capitalism, say these
environmental thinkers, cannot continue at the current pace without meeting its
nemesis – resources will run out, the eco-sphere will be irreparably damaged, and
the choices of future generations severely curtailed to the point, say the more apoc-
alyptic proponents of this view, at which life itself is threatened (see also Chapter 1,
‘The Emergence of Contemporary Consumerism’). It has long been recognized that
elite consumers have to do more than adopt a token ‘green’ product if a more just
citizenship is to be available for all.

On the basis of massive borrowing and massive sales of national assets, Americans have been
squandering their heritage and impoverishing their children. They have done so for the sake
of present consumption, the enjoyment of shopping that accompanies it, and most of all as
a way to postpone questioning the efficacy of free trade and continuous growth. (Daly et al.,
1990: 367)

From this perspective, the Western citizen’s paramount duty is to alter and reduce
consumption and to help change the rules, such as taxes and laws, to this end.
Failure to do so would lead to what Meadows and Colleagues, authors of the pio-
neering Limits to Growth report in the 1970s, in a review 20 years later called ‘over-
shoot’, a style of living running beyond its limits (Meadows and club of Rome,
1972; Meadows et al., 1992).

There can be little doubt that the efforts of environmentalists and the more
radical elements of the consumer movement have played a part in the rediscovery
of the citizen in recent years. However, is it possible for this idea to have any prac-
tical value in the modern world when politics itself threatens to collapse into an
offshoot of consumption? ‘The culture and entertainment industry has helped
make politics a spectator sport. The pursuit of happiness now means amusement
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and diversion …’ (Barnet and Cavanagh, 1994: 41). When politicians compete for
votes via sound-bites and television commercials, and when political debate is
conducted at the level of slogans, does not the idea of citizenship itself collapse
too? When so many political decisions are taken outside the public’s view or in
another country (what is referred to as the problem of multi-level governance),
could it even be that the idea of citizenship has become a smoke-screen behind
which green fundamentalists are pushing their own political agendas, as the
ideologues of the free market sometimes claim? And could the idea of the EU as a
forum for the new citizenry not be laughed out of court by those who have sought
to portray all European institutions as parapets on Bluebeard’s bureaucratic castle?
Can it not be argued that behind the ideal of the global or European citizen,
unelected civil servants and unaccountable politicians keep themselves in jobs by
dreaming up unwarranted regulations and standards that tie up the hands of busi-
ness and restrict the choice of consumers? It is unclear yet whether the mainstream
second-wave consumer organizations see it as their primary responsibility to pro-
tect the planet by reducing consumption or to help reduce the price of cars.

The question of whether the battle over the citizen is worth fighting against
the narrow self-interest of the consumer is not one that environmental groups and
other progressive forces have resolved yet. Some are arguing that instead of setting
up the citizen to fight the beast of consumerism, as a latter-day St George against
the dragon, a preferable strategy might be to tame the beast and redirect its powers.
Why not combine an effective consumer education campaign about the environ-
mental impact of consumption, for example, and tap its market potential at the
same time? An early illustration of this strategy was the initiative of Greenpeace
Germany in the 1990s, which saved an East German refrigerator plant from closure
by the Treuhand by using it to produce a radically new environmentally friendly
product, called the Greenfreeze, which it successfully marketed to its membership.
With one stroke, this assured, first, the factory’s future; second, it proved that refrig-
erators need not use ozone-depleting CFCs, now a standard feature of all European
refrigerators; third, this forced other mainstream manufacturers to produce similar
models, which they had previously denied was commercially possible; and fourth,
it pioneered a more benign technology for use in developing countries (Lang and
Hines, 1993: 90–1). In this way, an environmental group turned green entrepreneur,
Paul Hawken, argued that this kind of action prefigures what he called the ‘restora-
tive economy’, arguing that if business thinks more about its waste and takes
longer-term responsibility for products, not only will this be good for it, but it will
allow buyers to become customers rather than consumers of the earth’s resources
(Hawken, 1993: 155–7). But the leap from present economics to future economics
envisaged by Hawken or Daly, Cobb and Cobb, or the Factor Four technology
thinkers is daunting (von Weizacher et al., 1996). The question of strategy for pro-
gressive social movements as to whether to champion the green consumer or the
citizen is still being fought over. This dichotomy lies at the heart of attempts to
tackle immense issues such as climate change, the state of the seas and the capacity
of the world to feed itself (Lang and Heasman, 2004).

In Conclusion

In this chapter, we have examined the battle that is being fought over the concept
of the citizen. We have considered the efforts to present the consumer as citizen
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as a force that may potentially oppose contemporary Western consumerism, as
well as those forces that seek to reduce the citizen to but another face of the
consumer, like those investigated in other chapters of this book.

At the moment, the prospects for the citizen do not look good. For the last
30 years, voters in Western countries have listened to appeals to act in more
socially responsible ways. However, by and large, in the privacy of the ballot
booth they have often voted for governments that are wary of tax increases
and favour increased opportunities for individuals to spend their pay packets as
they wish.

Government in the global age and global marketplace is increasingly driven by
large corporations and groupings of the powerful such as the G-8 and OECD
groups of rich countries. Power is exercised in transnational fora, such as the WTO
or regional institutions such as the EU and the NAFTA. Global economic institu-
tions such as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, founded in the
mid 20th-century, are now hugely more powerful than national governments that
citizens vote for (Bello, 2002; Jawara and Kwa, 2003; Monbiot, 2000). 

Even if people wish to be citizens, the flow of economic history appears to
offer them little choice but to be more or less socially aware consumers. This pes-
simistic assessment suggests that a majority of people may give strong backing to
broader notions of civic responsibility in opinion polls, while voting against those
who point out the consequences in the polling booth. As one UK commentator
noted:

Our collective hypocrisy about the state needs no encouragement. We already treat government
spending as if it were gold from a magic sack hidden under the Bank of England, while treating
attempts to tax us as confiscation, to be avoided by all means possible. (Marr, 1994: 4)

At the moment the consumer-citizen appears as a timid figure at the borders
of contemporary consumption. Embarrassed by the Right’s attempts to embrace
them or set them up as a bulwark against unwanted aliens, citizens feel uneasy
amidst the din of modern advertising and the clamour of the mass media. Yet
citizens are figures who, from time to time, raise their voices, to the surprise of
many. It is too early to assess their ultimate impact, but by the beginning of
the 21st-century, all over the world citizen-like protests and demands for new
rights, as well as the assertion of old ones, were heard in response to the economic
restructuring and globalization of decision-making (Klein, 2000; Korten, 2001;
Monbiot, 2003; Soros, 2000, 2004). Some targeted governments and others busi-
ness, seeking, for instance, to inject more ‘transparency’ into the process of grant-
ing companies charters of incorporation (Grossman and Adams, 1993; Held and
Koenig-Archibugi, 2005; Keasey et al., 2005). Whether to protect a piece of coun-
tryside from a proposed commercial development, or to stop the export of live
animal stock (from becoming foreign consumers’ cheap beefsteak or veal escalope)
or to protest against the introduction of identity cards, citizens can make their
presence felt.

It can be argued that today people make their voices heard as citizens only in
single issues, marginal activities or local communities, which can themselves
be corralled, trivialized or commodified by the mass media. The sacrifices of local
campaigners against hypermarketization, environmental protesters or human
rights activists can be decoded as media stunts and attempts at sensation, devoid
of commitment and moral force. No sooner do individuals discover in citizenship
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one of the last remaining defences against the rule of markets, than they also
discover what a precarious defence it turns out to be. All the same, it is telling that
whenever a vocabulary of organized and conscious opposition to consumer capi-
talism and its powerful accoutrements is required, citizenship, especially global
citizenship, citizenship without frontiers, citizenship defending the interests of
future generations, even if it is an assertion and celebration of the community,
invariably appears on the agenda. It remains to be seen whether, under the force
of things to come, the idea of citizen, redefined and reformulated, can form the
basis of an alliance that mounts a serious challenge to consumer capitalism. The
tension between consumer and citizen looks set to endure.
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O
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E

A GUMENTS
We see no end to continuing consumer unmanageability and unpre-
dictability. The Fordist Deal is under immense strain. Changes in pro-
duction, rapid technological innovation, population and environmental
pressures, political uncertainties and trends toward globalization of
the media, all conspire to undermine the comfortable assumption of
ever-increasing consumption. Moreover, while large segments of the
world embrace consumption as the way to happiness and the good
life, questions and evidence continue to mount as to whether con-
sumerism is sustainable and the extent to which it enhances human
quality of life. We suggest that a number of scenarios are discernible:
business as usual, dramatic constraint on consumption and increas-
ing popular pressure for sustainable consumption. These scenarios
are fighting for political dominance.

CHAPTER 11
The Unmanageable Consumer

The world is too much with us; late and soon,
Getting and spending, we lay waste our prowess:
Little we see in nature that is ours;
We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!

William Wordsworth, ‘The World’
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188 The Unmanageable Consumer

Few concepts have been claimed by so many interest groups, ideologies and
academic traditions as that of the consumer. It is rare for an idea to have such

diverse meanings as ‘to consume’. As we have seen, economists, sociologists, social
psychologists, cultural critics, postmodernists, Marxists, Conservatives, advertis-
ers, journalists, pop-semioticians, marketers and marketeers, historians of ideas,
environmentalists and activists all come up with their own visions and images.
The consumer has become a cultural fetish, something that people get obsessed
about to the point at which it can dominate their lives.

This book has, from the beginning, brought together traditions that do not
normally address each other enough. Each chapter of this book has critically
assessed a core idea of who consumers are, how they behave, what drives them,
what concerns them and how they see the world. Each one can be thought of as a
landscape of consumption, highlighting different features and disguising others.
We have disagreed with some, supported others, offered our own. We are not sug-
gesting that contemporary consumption is the totality of these, nor do we recom-
mend that readers should pick and choose which image they most or least identify
with and discard the others. What we are suggesting is that each image represents
a position within a contested terrain. It is what the French refer to as a prise de posi-
tion, in other words an initial gambit on which one is prepared to place a stake. 

Why has the consumer become such a hotly contested terrain, the point where
so many contradictions of contemporary society converge? Why do so many
claim it as their own and, if it is not, struggle to appropriate it? Why do so many
political parties now claim to speak on consumers’ behalf? Why do so many dif-
ferent academic traditions seek to define the consumer, criticize the consumer or
praise the consumer? At the outset of the book, we stated that numerous histori-
cal factors have contributed to raising the consumer to the first line of recent aca-
demic and political debates. These include the decline of the Protestant work
ethic in the West, the ideological role of Western consumerism throughout the
Cold War, the adoption of the consumer by the political Right, which sought to
redefine itself as the party of the consumer rather than just the party of business,
as well as the emergence of new forms of mass communication and information. 

Through the pages of this book we have established that much hinges on the
consumer, whether for example, he or she is seen as sovereign (requiring no self-
appointed spokespeople to defend his or her interests) or victim (easily manipu-
lated and outwitted by the apparatuses of capital), explorer (thirsting after new
experiences and meanings) or activist (campaigning on behalf of collective
rights), communicator (using objects as bridges to relate to fellow humans) or
rebel (using objects to express rejection and rage), identity-seeker (trying to find
a real self in the objects he or she consumes) or hedonist (concerned above all
with personal pleasure). These are all attempts to frame the consumer, and, more
often than not, to sell particular self-views to the consumers themselves, either by
flattery, by cajoling, by moralizing, by seduction or by straight manipulation.

But while all these battles are raging above and around the heads and wallets
of the consumer, people get on with their everyday lives, trying to make the best
of them, whatever their lot, and also to make sense of them. It would be plausi-
ble and attractive to envisage consumers in this way, that is, as oblivious to the
consternation they are causing to the chattering classes and theoreticians. At a
stroke, this analysis would halt any systematic attempt to understand people’s
behaviour as reflexive, self-conscious consumers, leaving the terrain to those who
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have an interest in defining them in particular ways. Market researchers and
opinion pollsters, for instance, would claim the consumer as theirs, but so too
would consumer activists and political parties. We are profoundly opposed to
ending our pursuit of the consumer in this book in this fashion, by abandoning
him or her to those who claim to speak on his or her behalf.

For better or for worse, many of us think of ourselves, at least part of the time, as
consumers. Whether reading the consumer pages of newspapers, listening to exhor-
tations from politicians or consumer organizations, visiting theme parks and super-
markets, or trying to stretch the family budget at the end of a week, we unavoidably
have to confront ourselves as consumers, and make decisions as consumers. Why
else do individuals become so preoccupied with what they buy, give and eat? Why
do they seek advice, turning to the consumer agony aunts that fill the media? For the
most part, one cannot opt out of being a consumer, living in a non-consumer fash-
ion, in a non-consumer landscape. Even those who find themselves excluded from
the bonanzas of consumerism – including an estimated 1.3 billion of our fellow
humans who live on less than $1 per day – cannot escape defining themselves in
terms of lack and dreaming of a better life. Consumerism, in the diverse forms exam-
ined in this book, has become part of almost all of humanity’s daily reality.

The Fordist Deal and its Aftermath

We began this book by suggesting that modern consumers have to be understood
in their relationship to production, as the outcome of what we called the Fordist
Deal (see Chapter 1, ‘Introduction: The Faces of the Consumer’). By this we meant
the unwritten understanding that ever-increasing living standards and steady
employment would be the reward for accepting potentially alienating work with-
out excessive dissent. From birth, the modern consumer has been connected to
the methods and politics of mass production, just as earlier generations of
consumers, too, had been dependent on the vagaries of production, harvests and
warfare for their subsistence.

The Fordist Deal is currently unravelling under pressure from multiple direc-
tions that affect production as deeply as consumption. New technologies enable
the easy migration of jobs and transfer of information, resulting in a dramatic
restructuring of the international division of labour – who makes what, where and
how. The ideas of ‘steady job’ or ‘job for life’ in much of the industrialized West,
to say nothing of the formerly centrally planned economies of the Communist
bloc have virtually lost meaning. Instead, many jobs have become casualized and
careers have become fragmented – rapid job moves, being constantly on the look-
out for better opportunities and work prospects; frenetic periods of work on
specific projects followed by almost certain periods of self-employment or under-
employment (Bunting, 2004; Sennett, 1998). Casualization does not necessarily
mean unemployment; on the contrary, it implies impermanence in work as the
new benchmark. Indeed, vast new opportunities of employment have been cre-
ated in the service sectors, involving either the manipulation of symbols on
screens and the clicking of computer mice, or alternatively front line work with
customers in hospitality, entertainment, retail, sport and tourist sectors.

The Fordist Deal is also unravelling as a result of deep-rooted changes in
consumption patterns. In most countries, consumers are becoming younger; and,
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due to demographic pressures and healthcare, they are becoming older. New
areas of consumption, such as education, health (including fertility and voluntary
euthanasia), the voluntary and not-for-profit sector and transport, are rapidly
being colonized by a consumer ethos of choice and identity politics. New parts of
the world are seized by the excitement of consumerism. New forms of resistance
are making themselves felt, ranging from music piracy, to anti-globalization and
environmental protests, from fundamentalist and militant religious resurgence to
economic downshifting and career moratoriums. New vulnerabilities such as
Internet crime and identity theft are added to enduring old ones, such as terror-
ism and fraud. Consumerism may absorb or co-opt some of these challenges,
although in the longer run, the challenges posed by ecological and demographic
factors leave no doubt about troubled times ahead or even coming crises.

If the comfortable co-habitation of mass consumption and mass production
that characterized the Fordist Deal is coming to an end, production and con-
sumption continue to be tied together, neither one determining the other but in
constant and mutual definition. Understanding consumption requires that we
understand production, and understanding production requires that we under-
stand consumption. This is not a new insight. A century and a half ago, Marx was
keenly aware that production and consumption cannot be separated: ‘Without pro-
duction, no consumption; but also, without consumption, no production’ (Marx,
1993[1859]). Every form of production involves the consumption of resources and
every type of consumption results in some production, even if only waste. But, as
we have seen through the pages of this book, consumption is also work – it requires
patient or breathless searches through high-streets, shopping malls or Internet
sites; it involves minuscule comparisons and painstaking choices; it demands con-
tinuous updating and vigilance. Some consumption, such as working out in a gym
or reading this book is almost just work. By the same token, a great deal of con-
sumption, including what are referred to as corporate hospitality and corporate
travel, takes place while we are notionally at work.

Part of what ties consumption and production together is the new politics of
meaning and identity (Du Gay, 1996a). Meaning and identity are not fashioned
solely in the realm of consumption as some theorists of postmodernity have
argued, but emerge through what is referred to as lifestyle choices – loosely con-
nected sets of tastes, behaviours, ideas and values (Chaney, 1996; Gershuny,
1988). These lifestyles may entail coherence in work, leisure and home, or may
entail dissonances and discontinuities. The holiday, that lifestyle emblem, may
complement work, home and income or, equally, may be extravagantly out of
tune with them. Under the regime of the Fordist Deal, identity and meaning were
tied to one’s work and one’s living standards as enabled by their working situa-
tion, themselves the product of class position (Sennett, 1998). Today, by contrast,
identity and meaning are more fluid, tentative and inconsistent – choice has
made such inconsistencies possible.

Globalization

If Henry Ford’s assembly lines represented the kernel of the Fordist Deal, today’s
interdependence of consumption and production may best be observed in the call
centre (Frenkel et al., 1999; Korczynski, 2001, 2003; Sturdy et al., 2001), late
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modernity’s answer to those satanic mills of early industrialization. In the Indian
call centre servicing customers in Toronto and Manchester at all times of day and
night, we find many of the contemporary global interconnections between pro-
duction and consumption. The consumer, that reputed sovereign, stuck to his or
her telephone in New York, cursing the umpteenth return of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons
while being put on hold, waiting to buy his or her railway ticket to the suburbs
through a busy call centre located somewhere in Bangalore. And the worker at the
call centre, a member of the local consumer aristocracy in his or her own right,
servicing a global clientele, caught between a relentless pressure for ‘orders taken’
and a much drummed requirement to offer a quality, personalized service with
the telephone equivalent of a smile. 

A closer look at the inter-relations of production and consumption, however,
suggests that the call centre falls short of embodying all the complexities of this rela-
tionship. Much of what is traded today is still goods and services, but an increasing
proportion is information itself. This is what Castells calls the new ‘informational
capitalism’ (Castells, 1996, 1997, 1998); the productivity and competitiveness of
different economic units, such as firms, countries or trading networks, lies in their
ability to handle, process and manage information and knowledge. Crucial for this
capitalism is the free flow of information across networks of economic agents, a
flexible workforce, capable of working around the clock when and as required. The
very concept of a job, argues Castells and others, is replaced by what he terms
self-programmable labour, in which the stock of knowledge and information in the
minds of workers is constantly expanded and modified throughout their working
lives. Work, then, becomes tantamount to learning or more specifically learning
how to learn or being prepared to learn. In an economy changing at Internet speed,
specific information and knowledge becomes obsolete in a few years. What
becomes essential is the ability to transform generic information into specific
knowledge to be applied in concrete situations (Castells, 2001: 90) and always ready
to engage with and understand the new.

When thinking of information, most commentators envisage reams of spread-
sheets, astronomical sequences of digitized figures on computer memories, in short,
data on every conceivable detail of social, personal and economic life. Undoubtedly,
we live in a society drowning in such information, a society in which the ability to
navigate in shortcuts, around the endless detours of mostly useless information,
accords individuals, organizations and networks considerable power. Some authors
(Brown and Duguid, 1994; Gherardi et al., 1998; Orr, 1996; Wenger, 1998, 2000)
have sought to defend narrative knowledge, the knowledge stored in stories, anec-
dotes and narratives, as precisely such shortcutting knowledge, knowledge devel-
oped and shared creatively by what are currently referred to as ‘communities of
practice’. Whether a medical practitioner, an advertising executive, an airline pilot,
a stockbroker, a midwife or a traveling salesperson, you realize that some of the
most valuable is not contained in books, manuals and computer programmes of
your trade but in the stories and narratives you exchange informally with people on
your wavelength, people who share your assumptions, interests and problems
(Gabriel, 2000, 2002). A telling story may shortcut through swathes of information,
supplying the idea behind a quick, relevant and appropriate solution.

Narrative knowledge can also supply much of value to consumers of all kinds
of products and services. The experience of those who had plastic surgery in a
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particular clinic, the stories they tell about the staff, the pain endured and the
eventual success of their treatment may be decisive in whether a potential cus-
tomer decides to avail of the clinic’s service, or indeed to have the treatment at
all. The stories of owners or users of particular objects, ranging from books, music,
mobile telephony, and so forth can now be easily found in the Internet. Amazon,
apart from everything else, offers a prospective customer a wonderful opportunity
to sample what he or she is about to purchase and also to read the stories of those
who have purchased it before. In this sense, at least, the Internet has created
a type of knowledge that is quite distinct from the ones and zeroes on those
spreadsheets.

Society of Image?

For all its importance, narrative knowledge is not the main currency of informa-
tional capitalism. Ours is not a narrative society, although narratives subsist and
even prosper in some of its domains. Ours is more a society of visual representa-
tions, images, spectacles and shows. Our daily universe has become saturated with
images, jumping at us from our TV sets, our magazines and newspapers, our com-
puter screens and our digital cameras, advertising billboards and shop windows. We
are bombarded by PowerPoint® presentations, a template of presenting ideas that
marginalizes finely turned arguments and analysis. As image replaces words, pithiness
replaces subtlety. Shops and malls, the cathedrals of consumption, are minutely
engineered mega-shows, to stimulate and delight the eye, to whet appetites and to
excite emotions. Saturated by images, most of us have given up trying to fit them
into stories and have learnt to accept them as spectacle pure and simple, pleasing
or annoying, evoking, prompting, comforting, upsetting, entertaining or irritating.

The idea that we live in an era saturated by spectacle where image reigns
supreme is, of course, not new. Parodying Marx, Guy Debord opened his 1960s
situationist manifesto with:

In societies where modern conditions of production prevail, all life presents itself as an
immense accumulation of spectacles. Everything that was directly lived has moved away into
representation. (Debord, 1977: para. 1)

Allowing for the obvious hyperbole, Debord’s premise seems to be even more
powerful today than in the 1960s when he made it the basis of his then fashionable
critique (Debord, 1977). Numerous theorists, including Bauman, Ritzer and
Baudrillard, have since argued that spectacle has become the primary type of expe-
rience in late modernity, dominating every aspect of our public and private lives.
Spectacle liquefies most forms of social exchange, colonizing politics, sport, reli-
gion and education. The society of spectacle probably reaches its apotheosis in the
Olympic Games, a truly global brand that lands on Earth every 4 years. What has
changed since the situationist critique is the more nuanced evaluation that we
accord spectacle today, the less unequivocal equation of spectacle with passivity
and stupefaction. Thus, inspired by Bauman, Ritzer (1999) has argued that spec-
tacle has led to a re-enchantment of the world in late modernity’s cathedrals of
consumption. Shopping malls, glass buildings, tourist resorts, sports venues and
theme parks, are all minutely planned and orchestrated shows, with spectators
themselves becoming part of the display. Immense amounts of money are spent
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in advertising and packaging, films and TV shows, magazines and printed images.
Politics, education, sport, religion, charity, journalism, to say nothing of the
entertainment and leisure sectors become dominated by spectacle. Spectacle
becomes the archetypal experience of our time, they argue, offering ‘the promise
of new, overwhelming, mind-boggling or spine-chilling, but always exhilarating
experience’ (Bauman, 1997: 181).

According to this view, we are now deep in the era of spectacle. It is estimated
that in 2004, 28 billion digital pictures were taken in the USA alone. The figure
is likely to continue rising exponentially as life gets lived as a series of photo-
opportunities and consumption becomes substantially a consumption of images
or a consumption for the benefit of generating images. The media are themselves
inviting the public to amplify this process by submitting their own digital images
of events ranging from pop festivals to tsunamis and from everyday crime to ter-
rorist outrages. The media themselves produce a constant sequence of images
which create, as Boorstin (1962) understood before Debord or Baudrillard, illu-
sions of reality, swamping us with images and pictures. Our consciousness is now
saturated with image and our memories are to a large extent visual ones. As Susan
Sontag put it succinctly following the publication of the horrendous images of
prisoner abuse from the Abu Ghraib prison camp in Iraq:

The memory museum is now mostly a visual one. Photographs have an insuperable power to
determine what people recall of events. … To live is to be photographed, to have a record of
one’s life, and therefore, to go on with one’s life, oblivious, or claiming to be oblivious, to the
camera’s non-stop attentions. But it is also to pose. To act is to share in the community of actions
recorded as images. … Events are in part designed to be photographed . (Sontag, 2004: 3)

Under the regime of the Fordist Deal, automobiles symbolized the link between
production and consumption. The product of hard manual labour, the automobile
captured the aspirations of the affluent working-classes, promising freedom, mobil-
ity, speed, style and comfort. By contrast, in a society dominated by image, labour
assumes aesthetic and emotional qualities, previously only available to the super-
rich. Looking smart and sounding right are qualities every bit as important in get-
ting a job in the new service economy, over and above physical strength or formal
qualifications and cognitive competences. The notion of emotional intelligence has
emerged as the way of capturing and commodifying these aptitudes (Fineman,
2000; Goleman, 1996).

If image, including the employees’ looks, the buildings, clothes, logos, and
atmosphere, now permeates production, it totally saturates consumption. The most
mundane or innocuous object or service can be beautified to make it an object of
desire. The aestheticization of every day life, as epitomized by Italy’s love affair with
style (bello stile), becomes an end in itself (Calinescu, 1987; Featherstone, 1992). 

Unmanageability and the Consumer

Inequalities among consumers are already sharp, leaving substantial numbers
of them window-shopping with only restricted opportunities to make a purchase
and many, in the developing countries, without even windows to window-shop.
This is contributing to the fragmentation of consumers’ experiences. While
some consumers throughout the world may spend inordinate amounts of time
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deliberating whether to invest in a new swimming-pool, a new car or a second
home abroad, others have to choose between feeding their children or buying
them a new pair of shoes. Given such social chasms, it is difficult to talk about
all consumption and all consumers as coming under the same ethos or con-
straints, i.e. as being uniform entities or acting as a unified force. The fragmenta-
tion of images of consumption is itself a symptom of the malaise of contemporary
consumerism.

In the first edition of this book, we argued that the Fordist Deal was weaken-
ing and suggested that Western consumerism may have entered a twilight phase.
During the high noon of consumerism in the latter half of the 20th-century, we
argued, the face of the consumer was clear, as was the significance of his or her
every movement. The pursuit of happiness through consumption seemed a plau-
sible, if morally questionable, social and personal project. Today, that analysis is
inadequate. The economic conditions have become more fraught, the social
inequalities have widened further, insecurity is experienced on a massive scale.
Cultural fatigue threatens to overcome even the well-off, raising questions of pur-
suing simpler lives and spiritual and community values. The Fordist Deal can no
longer promise happiness; it has become a museum piece.

When we surveyed the consumption landscape ten years ago, we were unsure
about the future of consumerism and we felt that it was open. In the intervening
period, the implications of several factors have become more salient. Key among
them are the continuing expansion of consumerism to different parts of the globe
and different areas of social life; the increasing domination of image and specta-
cle; the pursuit of meaning through consumption; enduring global inequalities;
emerging new forms of activism and resistance; and continuing casualization of
work and consumption.

It is now clear that casualization of work is accompanied by casualization of
consumption. People lead precarious and uneven existences, one day enjoying
unexpected boons and the next feeling overwhelmed by insecurity and debt.
Precariousness, unevenness and fragmentation will continue to characterize
Western life prospects. Marginality has paradoxically become central. The notion
of an average consumer has become a fiction. In a world where everyone claims
the consumer for her- or himself, the consumer must now be deemed unmanage-
able, claimed by many, but controlled by nobody, least of all by consumers them-
selves. The notion of unmanageability seems to us to be entirely appropriate for
an era where the capacity to plan must give way to opportunism, living for the
present. Deeming the consumers to be unmanageable does not mean that vast
resources are not expended in seeking to control them, cajole them, predict and
mould their behaviour and consciousness. Vast amounts of information is col-
lected at the point of sale, the point of thinking about a purchase, in order to
make consumers appear predictable and amenable to typologies of marketing
efforts. And yet, the best attempts at managing consumers easily comes undone,
as when a fad or a fashion seizes their imagination and, just as quickly, goes. Even
as they are constantly typecast and pigeon-holed, consumers are becoming more
unmanageable, eccentric and paradoxical.

The argument then is that, like today’s producers, today’s consumers (after all,
even in a globalized division of labour they are often the same people) must rely
on opportunism, and seeking to be in the right place at the right times. As Bauman
has argued,
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In the life-game of the postmodern consumers the rules of the game keep changing in the
course of playing. The sensible strategy is therefore to keep each game short – so that a sen-
sibly played game of life calls for the splitting of one big all-embracing game with huge
stakes into a series of brief and narrow games with small ones. … To keep the game short
means to beware long-term commitments. To refuse to be ‘fixed’ one way or the other. Not
to get tied to the place. Not to wed one’s life to one vocation only. Not to swear consistency
and loyalty to anything and anybody. Not to control the future, but to refuse to mortgage
it: to take care that the consequences of the game do not outlive the past to bear on the
present. (Bauman, 1996: 24)

To retailers and producers of goods and services, this unmanageability may not
be a terminal difficulty and, for some, it may represent an opportunity. So long as
a certain proportion of the population at any one time is in a position to spend,
there will be markets, and entrepreneurs will discover opportunities to capitalize
on people’s desire to celebrate and enjoy themselves. After all, the opportunism
of consumers is matched by the opportunism of business. To other consumers,
however, a future based on mortgages, careful husbanding of resources and long-
term financial commitments could become routine. Within someone’s life, peri-
ods of both of these experiences are likely to feature, periods of both feast and
famine.

Market researchers and the agents of production endlessly pursue the Holy
Grail of control, seeking to anticipate consumer trends on behalf of capital, which
stands to gain massively from accurate predictions, coupled with investment, in
attempts to shape or tempt consumption to its benefit. The task of those who seek
to anticipate trends is inevitably partisan, their goal to mould the future to their
ends. 

But planning a future for the consumer is one thing; delivering it is another.
Even at the mundane level of anticipating what objects will be popular in the
future, prognostication is fraught with danger. The history of consumption is full
of dead-ends. Products that pundits were once sure would become objects of mass
consumption and desire in the future now stand as quaint reminders of the pit-
falls of futurology. In the 1960s, for instance, the merchants of tomorrow’s world
were offering us throw-away paper clothes, holidays on the moon, living in geo-
desic domes, eating food in tablet form, undertaking less work. In practice today,
precious few houses are in dome form; there has been a meteoric rise in nutri-
tional supplements but only in addition to more ‘ordinary’ food; no-one has been
to the moon almost since the first landings; mountains of paper are thrown away –
despite that the age of the electronic office once promised paperlessness – but not
having been worn on human bodies; and people who are in work often work harder
and longer. The future of the 1960s failed to materialize, in more senses than one.
Equally, we suspect, the future as envisaged by today’s brave prognosticators has
more to do with their own fantasies and wishes than future facts.

There is a disparity, however, between the fantasies of industrialists and retail-
ers and those of consumers themselves. The former ever dream of managing con-
sumers, while the latter’s dreams make them ever unmanageable. The former seek
to put their vision into practice; the latter subvert, refuse, accept, interpret, surren-
der or embrace, in the manner this book has explored. Consumers have proven
that in spite of the best efforts to constrain, control and manipulate them, they
can act in ways that are unpredictable, inconsistent and contrary.
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The Future(s)

If, as we have just argued, on the one hand, unpredictability, inconsistency and
contrariness all characterize today’s consumption, on the other hand, govern-
ments persist in their policy of ‘business as usual’, by which well-being is equated
to ever-higher national income and higher spending power. Public discourses are
dominated by the discipline of economic forecasts and narrow conceptions of
value and utility. Faith in the market as the mechanism that will deliver this
higher standard of living is undiminished in the world’s power elite, even if it is
being more openly contested by some critics and some oppositional movements.
An increasing number of voices is heard arguing that environmental, demo-
graphic and social factors will combine in the longer term to undermine this
conception of well-being as increased wealth.

The environmental challenge to consumerism is now clear to almost all think-
ing people. The evidence is very strong for coming shortages of key resources
that have underpinned the consumerist expansion of the 20th-century. These
include oil, water, land, soil, clean air and minerals (Lang and Heasman, 2004;
Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (Program), 2005). Without these, even an
information-based economy cannot be delivered and some forward-thinking
companies are preparing exit strategies or technical fixes to leave the present
mode of production and to experiment with alternative modes. The success of
such strategies should not be relied upon; nor should they be dismissed out of
hand. Even tougher environmental challenges are already apparent. The most
significant of these is undoubtedly climate change, which heralds dramatic dis-
continuities and ruptures in current form of consumption. Pollution, waste and
desertification are also looming.

The demographic challenge is likely to prove as severe and politically unsettling.
The world population passed 6 billion at the beginning of the 21st-century, and is
predicted by the UN Population Fund to rise to 9–10 billion by 2050. Feeding, hous-
ing and providing water for such escalating demands would be awesome enough
across centuries. But these problems will be exacerbated by the environmental
problems noted above and by the demographic disequilibria created by aging pop-
ulations of most industrialized countries, alongside the youthfulness of other coun-
tries. The combination of environmental and demographic factors have led some
pessimistic theorists to speculate that social unrest, disease and warfare will reach
unprecedented scale in the longer term. Optimists, on the other hand, argue that,
as ever, the problem is not absolute numbers of people and production, but relative
inequalities and distribution of public goods within and across those populations.

In the last resort, however, even environmental and demographic factors are
mediated by social and cultural forces. It is people, after all, who consume, people
who aspire and people who can make a difference. There is increasing evidence
that decades of consumerism have not delivered unequivocal happiness and have
created discontents of their own. Mental illness, family dislocation and the endur-
ing social inequalities, are in themselves measures of the failure of consumerism
to fulfil its promise of pleasure for all. Happiness, some people come to believe, is
not a destination to travel towards, but a way of travelling. Speaking at the peak
of the Fordist Deal in the USA, Robert F. Kennedy, then running for President and
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shortly before his assassination, captured the limitations of equating consumption
as measured by GNP with social well-being.

For too long we seem to have surrendered personal excellence and community value in the
mere accumulation of material things. Our gross national product now is over 800 billion
dollars a year, but that gross national product, if we judge the United States of America by that,
that gross national product counts air pollution, and cigarette advertising, and ambulances to
clear our highways of carnage. It counts special locks for our doors and the jails for people who
break them. It counts the destruction of the redwoods and the loss of our natural wonder in
chaotic squall. It counts Napalm, and it counts nuclear warheads, and armored cars for the
police to fight the riots in our city. It counts Whitman’s rifles and Speck’s Knives and the tele-
vision programs which glorify violence in order to sell toys to our children. Yet, the gross
national product does not allow for the health of our children, the quality of their education,
or the joy of their play. It does not include the beauty of our poetry or the strength of our mar-
riages; the intelligence of our public debate or the integrity of our public officials. It measures
neither our wit nor our courage; neither our wisdom nor our learning; neither our compassion
nor our devotion to our country; it measures everything, in short, except that which makes life
worthwhile. […]’ (University of Kansas, Lawrence, Kansas, 18 March, 1968)

Forty years ago, a leading politician such as Kennedy could see clearly the limits
of consumerism for the richest consumer society in the world. Today, as the Fordist
Deal unravels even as more nations are sucked into its legacy, leaving us with a
far more fragile promise of happiness and a far greater burden for future genera-
tions, there are more people, across nations, who have started to share his con-
cerns and foreboding. It remains to be seen whether these concerns will find
organized expression in new popular movements or in a political will to bring
about genuine social change.
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