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Foreword

This book is part of a large research program that was administered
by City University of Stockholm entitled “Ethics, Virtues, and Social
Capital in Sweden.” Its coordinator was Emil Uddhammar. The Axel
och Margaret Ax:son Johnson Foundation generously funded the 
program and my project. Their funding allowed for course release 
for research, an international seminar on political consumerism in
May/June 2001, and even facilitated my stay as a visiting scholar in the
United States in the first months of winter 2000. The International
Seminar on Political Consumerism resulted in an anthology on politi-
cal consumerism, Politics, Products, and Markets: Exploring Political
Consumerism Past and Present (Transaction Publishers) and consoli-
dated a research network. Many of the seminar participants have
offered good comments on my work, and I want to thank them col-
lectively. One participant, Bente Halkier from Roskilde University, sent
me written comments on the first draft of this book from March 2001.
I also want to thank everyone at City University for making my time
there both productive and enjoyable. Joel Aberbach at the
Department of Political Science, UCLA, helped me greatly with my
stay as a visiting scholar at his university. Time away at another uni-
versity gave me occasion to think and discuss my research ideas in a
new and different surrounding. The talk I gave there helped me craft
my research agenda more clearly. Then I moved east. Bert Rockman,
at that time at the Department of Political Science, University of
Pittsburgh, gave me the opportunity to hold a seminar on my
research. I received good feedback in Pittsburgh and met people with
common research interests. Versions of chapters 1, 2, and 4 were pre-
sented at different conferences in Europe and the United States
between 1999 and 2002. The comments I received helped me to
understand the importance of the phenomenon of political con-
sumerism more fully. Political consumerism has been a topic in a
number of different courses in Stockholm and elsewhere. Students
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who attended my lectures gave me valuable comments. My home
department, the Department of Political Science, Stockholm
University, gave and continues to give me the opportunity to develop
courses around political consumerism and new forms of political 
participation. These courses have been golden opportunities for me
to discuss a first draft of my completed book manuscript with under-
graduate and graduate students. The Swedish Society for the
Conservation of Nature, the subject of the case study in chapter 4,
had a very open attitude to researchers and provided me with exten-
sive internal material. Four officials gave of their time to discuss green
political consumerism with me. Eva Eiderström and Helena Norin at
the eco-label Good Environmental Choice unit and Lars Vaste and
Anders Friström at the SNF central headquarters deserve special
thanks.

This book was researched and written within a two-year period on
a half-time basis. It was revised in fall 2002. During this time, I found
that political consumerism is a much richer area for scholarly study
than I envisioned at first. Scholars need to do much more work in this
field. And I can say that this book is far from my final encounter with
the fascinating phenomenon of political consumerism. I hope it is the
same for you.

Michele Micheletti
Stockholm

December 2002

viii Foreword
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Preface

If you think about it, daily trips to the market to buy food and 
clothing for our families and more substantive shopping events like
purchasing a car, a boat, or furniture for the living room involve many
more aspects than just deciding if you like the product and can afford
it. We may consider where we want to purchase the product. Some
stores may be more appealing than others because of their location,
their look, the way they deal with customers, or even how they treat
their employees. Maybe we are concerned about where and how the
product is made. Does it include chemicals harmful to our health, 
to the people that made it, or for the environment? Another set of
shopping considerations may be the people behind the product. Who
are they, and how are they treated? Is child labor involved?

Shopping involves more than just economic considerations like 
the relationship between material quality and price. There are social,
ethical, and political issues embedded in shopping decisions as well.
Yet most of us do not give a lot of conscious thought to what can be
called the politics of a product. We take for granted that the products
we buy are made according to our own ethical standards. Or perhaps
we do not really care. Most of the time the politics of a product are
latent or invisible, but they become visible when citizens give them
public significance and begin to see how they compare with their 
philosophy of life and political persuasion. When citizens act on these
considerations they behave as political consumers.

Political consumerist considerations play an increasingly important
role in the world today. Growing numbers of university students ques-
tion university policy on the procurement of sports equipment and
they give serious thought to the kind of coffee they drink on campus
and elsewhere. Groups like the European Clean Clothes Campaign
and North American anti-sweatshop movement (or No Sweat as it is
called) as well as campaigns like Responsible Coffee and institutions
like Forest Stewardship Certification and eco-labeling schemes
encourage people from all walks of life to reflect on the role that their
consumer choices play in the world today.
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But why these concerns now? At least part of the answer is 
globalization and free trade, which bring people around the world
closer together in interesting and new ways. Globalization is also mak-
ing it more difficult for companies to hide the politics of products. An
increasing number of labeling institutions and consumer-oriented cam-
paigns are bringing the politics behind products to the fore. Internet
campaigns have been started to inform consumers about the politics 
of specific products; books are written on how to shop for a better
world; consumers are mobilized in boycotts and “buycotts” to choose 
products in a more politically conscious way; labeling schemes that
evaluate the politics of a product are institutionalized, and companies
are encouraged to change their policies and develop codes of conduct
so that their products reflect ethical, political, environmental, and social
concerns. Politics is, therefore, entering the marketplace through the
pocketbooks of consumers and organizations that serve them.

Concepts such as the citizen-consumer, business ethics, corporate
citizenship, social responsible investing, and political consumerism
among others have been created to identify this development. The
phenomenon of political consumerism is the focus of this book.
Although the phenomenon itself is not at all new, the term “political
consumerism” is of recent origin. It was first used in Denmark in the
mid-1990s to understand the boycott of Shell Oil.1 In Danish it is
“politiske forbruger” and was an attempt by its authors to capture the
sense of social and political global responsibility that consumers can
exercise in understanding material products as more than just objects
of material use and consumption. Political consumerism concerns the
politics of products, which in a nutshell can be defined as power rela-
tions among people and choices about how resources should be used
and allocated globally. Political consumers choose products, producers,
and services more on the basis of the politics of the product than the
product as material object per se. Their choices are informed by polit-
ical values, virtues, and ethics. They differ from economic consumers
who are just looking for a good buy, that is, a satisfactory relationship
between material quality and economic costs. Political consumers also
tend to differ from lifestyle consumers who shop for products with the
sole aim of helping to define and enhance their self-identity.

The phenomenon of political consumerism has, as discussed in
chapter 2, long historical roots. And it is surprising that scholars have
not studied it to any great degree. This aim of this book is to offer a
comprehensive overview of the phenomenon and to understand why
people engage in political consumerist acts. With this book, I want to

x Preface
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place political consumerism more securely on the social science
research agenda.

There are several different ways of studying political consumerism,
and they all depend on the disciplinary perspective of the scholar.
Market researchers stress the impact of political consumer choice 
on market actors. They measure its effectiveness by its market share
and effect on the thinking and behavior of companies. Sociologists
find the phenomenon fascinating because it allows them to penetrate 
theories of late capitalism, postmodernism, and self-reflexivity. Econo-
mists study its outcomes, that is, whether political consumer choice
can redistribute resources globally. Students of the history of ideas
ponder whether political consumerism is a break from the past in our
thinking on the separation of the political from the economic sphere.
For political scientists, the fascination concerns the market as an arena
for politics. This is by no way uncontroversial for a discipline that has
its roots in the study of states, governments, public policy, and politi-
cal participation in the political system. In political science, my own
discipline, we study the phenomenon of political consumerism in two
basic ways: as an example of governance, soft laws, and new regulatory
tools and as a form of citizen involvement in politics. We investigate
the development of new institutions to assess whether they fill regula-
tory vacuums and curb responsibility-floating.2 My focus is the second
approach. Political consumerism is studied as a form of citizen engage-
ment in politics, though I do discuss its institutional framing and 
regulatory character in chapter 3.

Chapter 1 focuses on why political consumerism has developed 
as a form of political participation and why it is perceived by many
people as a controversial phenomenon. This is done in a discussion on
how it can be understood theoretically. Emphasis is placed on politi-
cal consumerism as a new form of political participation, by which 
I mean that it conceptualizes itself differently than most other forms
of citizen involvement in politics. The chapter discusses how changes
in the political landscape have politicized consumption and why 
our everyday life as consumers is increasingly intertwined with global
politics. A new concept, individualized collective action, is introduced
to understand how this interconnection becomes political activity.
Theoretical attention is also focused on the empowering force of 
political consumerism and on how private concerns have public mean-
ing by analyzing the relationship between private interest and public
virtue. Here I discuss two sources of political consumer activism, the
private virtue and public virtue tradition.

Preface xi
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Chapter 2 penetrates the historical roots of political consumerism.
It analyzes a collection of examples mainly from secondary literature
and historical sources, interpreted and discussed through the political
consumerism lens. I have chosen to interpret the material in this fash-
ion because the authors referenced in the chapter have in most cases
not discussed their examples and cases as illustrations of political 
consumerist participation. The chapter emphasizes how women, 
ethnic groups, civil society associations, and revolutionary movements
have used consumption and “private” consumer choices as a tool for
change. Most of the material concerns the United States, and I have
made an effort to include European examples known to me. The
problematic nature of political consumerism historically and currently
is stressed in a section dealing with the dilemmas of market-based 
collective action for politics and democracy. This chapter is important
because it helps me to develop research questions about the similari-
ties and differences between earlier and current forms of political 
consumerism.

Contemporary forms of political consumerism are the focus of
chapter 3, which discusses its scope, variety, institutionalization, and
importance for politics today. The different categories that are
explained and analyzed are consumer boycotts, labeling schemes,
stewardship certification, and socially responsible investing. The insti-
tutionalization of political consumerism is contrasted with other 
market-based regulatory tools and the characteristics of contempo-
rary political consumerism are systematized. One interesting finding
discussed in some detail is trends toward mainstreaming.

Chapter 4 takes a closer look at why people engage in political 
consumerism. What motivates them to get involved in this fashion?
Who are political consumers? And how are current forms of political
consumerism similar and different from the past? These are broad,
encompassing questions that require a variety of research methods
and approaches to be answered successfully. My answers come from a
case study of green political consumerist activities in Sweden. Sweden
was chosen because one would assume that it is an unlikely place for
political activism in the marketplace. It is an unlikely setting because
the Swedish state is strong, social democratic, and with a good record
on environmental policymaking. Following the understanding of
political consumerism developed in chapter 1, one would easily assume
that Sweden does not need to use the market as a site for politics
because it does not have governability problems: the political system
works effectively; Swedish citizens have trust in it, and collectivistic
rather than individualized collective action tends to characterize their

xii Preface
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political involvements. Its presence in Sweden is explained by the
effects of globalization and postmodernization, which are opening 
up new opportunities for different kinds of political engagements 
and individualized collective action. Results from the case study are
related back to the discussion in chapter 1, which emphasize the
importance of such political landscape changes as globalization, 
individualization, postmodernization, ecological modernization, risk
society, and even governance as catalysts for current political con-
sumerist endeavors. A new research finding from the case study is 
the similarities between the historical and contemporary forms of
political consumerism. Three significant underlying ones are the role
played by women as political consumers, the creation of social capital
as a necessary condition for political consumerism to be successful,
and the importance of the private virtue tradition or focusing on
everyday problems of satisfying self-oriented interests for mobilizing
citizens politically. Contrary to many other studies of political partic-
ipation and social capital, my findings also show how political action
in the form of political consumerism creates new social capital and
broad societal trust. Thus, the causal link is reversed: participation is
shown to create social capital in the case study. The role of women 
as everyday green political shoppers and activists has been instru-
mental here.

Another important research finding is the changing role of 
government for political consumerism and political action in general.
When compared to history and the discussion in chapter 2, the con-
temporary examples from chapter 3 and case study from chapter 4
show how political consumers tend to appeal to government as a large
institutional consumer. This appeal differs considerably from the tra-
ditional relationship between citizen and government, which takes its
point of departure in government as the maker of public policy. This
book discusses how government procurement policy—that is its con-
sumer choices—interests political consumers. Results from the case
study in chapter 4 show how political consumer activists successfully
lobbied municipal governments to choose a more environmentally
friendly office paper and how this change in government purchasing
practices quickly altered the production methods of Swedish paper
mills. Swedish green political activists are not alone in noting the
impact that large consumers like governments, universities, and busi-
nesses can have on corporate policy and behavior. Institutional 
procurement policy is presently a contentious issue on American 
university campuses, and it will most likely be an extremely important
political battlefield in the future.

Preface xiii
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Chapter 5 asks why we are increasingly concerned with applying
virtues in the marketplace, presents and addresses the main criticisms
of political consumerism, discusses the relationship between poli-
tical consumerism and trust and social capital, and ends by pondering
whether the new actor categories created from viewing the market 
as a site for politics—citizen-consumers, corporate citizenship, and
socially responsible investors, and others—represent a new great trans-
formation that is carving a new sphere of action now that we are
reshaping responsibility-taking globally and individualizing its causes
and effects. It shows how virtues work as generic benchmarks in times
of redistribution of responsibility-taking among actors and spheres and
discusses the role of bonding and bridging social capital in reshaping
responsibility-taking. The chapter also identifies the main criticisms
against political consumerism and relates them to the findings in this
book. A criticism that is given particular attention is the claim that
political consumerism is not effective. This chapter begins a discussion
on how effectiveness should be measured that is continued in the
appendix, which outlines a research agenda for the study of political
consumerism. The discussion shows that effectiveness must be meas-
ured in at least five different and interrelated ways that begin with 
the wording of problem formulations and end with an evaluation of
outcomes and problem solutions. Claims of greenwash, bluewash, 
and sweatwash do not consider the process-orientation of political
consumerism and need to be modified.

xiv Preface
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1

Why Political Consumerism?

When Products Become Political

How should we understand the impact of an E-mail exchange
between an individual consumer requesting that the word sweatshop
be put on his customized shoes and a multinational corporation in the
global garment industry? This now classic Nike Email Exchange
reached millions of people worldwide and turned its initiator, a uni-
versity student, into a global media celebrity. Some people reacted by
considering the exchange an important new way of making political
statements and influencing powerful global actors. Others were either
outraged by it or saw it as a childish and silly way of dealing with the
serious problem of offshore employment policy and the effects of
economic globalization on developing countries. Yet it appears that
everyone who knew about it was affected, including Nike who
decided to debate its labor practices in offshore factories with this
young man on American national television.1

What explains public interest in this event and public reaction to
it? Why are consumer campaigns like Responsible Coffee, Clean
Clothes, and No Sweat and institutions called Forest Stewardship
Certification and Good Environmental Choice being established?
The short answer is that these endeavors have been initiated to influ-
ence the commodity chain of products. Their mission is to ensure that
goods produced domestically and globally are traded on the basis of
fairness, good labor practices, and sustainable development.2

A more penetrating answer is the subject of this book, which
understands the examples and the questions they raise as representing
more profound changes in how we think about politics and econom-
ics and the relationship between our public and private lives. I begin
to answer these questions in this chapter, which takes its theoretical
point of departure in changes in our political landscape and chal-
lenges to our conventional view of politics and political participation.
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Most of us have been taught to participate in politics by voting
in elections and by becoming involved in political parties and civic
associations.3 The E-mail exchange as well as the consumer
campaigns and institutions mentioned above imply a different view of
citizen engagement in politics. They show that there is a political con-
nection between our daily consumer choices and important global
issues of environmentalism, labor rights, human rights, and sustain-
able development. There is, in other words, a politics of consumer
products, which for growing numbers of people implies the need to
think politically privately. This politicizes what we have traditionally
conceived as private consumer choice and erases the division between
the political and economic spheres.

People who view consumer choice in this fashion see no border
between the political and economic spheres. For them, the market is an
arena for politics. They also believe that their private choices have polit-
ical consequences. They see an interconnectedness of their private
and public acts. It is no longer possible for them to make a sharp
distinction between the virtues most important only for politics, com-
munity, or private life. Everyday conduct of individual citizens is not
just a matter for private life but increasingly important from the local
to the global level for politics, community, and the character of the
marketplace. The metaphor “footprints” captures the essence of this
interconnectedness.4 We leave ecological, ethical, and public footprints
or consequences for others as we go about our seemingly daily private
lives. Awareness of this, as in the examples above, implies an acknowl-
edgment that everyday choices and acts by individuals play an
important role for the future of political, social, and economic life. In
short, every person is part of global responsibility-taking. Or in the
postmodern language of scholars of global risk society “ . . . individuals
can feel themselves to be authors of global political acts . . . ”5

The phenomenon of consumer behavior as political involvement
and global responsibility-taking goes under many guises. It has been
called consumer activism, ethical consumerism, and socially responsi-
ble investing. The term political consumerism is used in this book. It
represents actions by people who make choices among producers and
products with the goal of changing objectionable institutional or
market practices. Their choices are based on attitudes and values
regarding issues of justice, fairness, or noneconomic issues that con-
cern personal and family well-being and ethical or political assessment
of favorable and unfavorable business and government practice.
Political consumers are the people who engage in such choice situa-
tions. They may act individually or collectively. Their market choices

2 Political V irtue and Shopping
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reflect an understanding of material products as embedded in a 
complex social and normative context.6

Controversies over Politicizing 
Consumer Choice

Political consumerism is a controversial topic and an uncomfortable
one for many scholars. It provokes social scientists because it signals
that citizens are looking outside traditional politics and civil society for
guidelines to help them formulate their more individualized philoso-
phy of life and live as good citizens. It challenges our sense that money
and morality cannot be mixed, as it is in green businesses, socially
responsible investing, codes of conduct, and general trends toward
corporate citizenship. Most importantly, it forces us to consider the
role of the market in politics and the role of politics in the market.

Because the phenomenon is not well researched, it is easily mis-
understood. Many scholars, particularly in the United States, consider
empirical research on the phenomenon a political statement, and their
comments at academic conferences reflect this view.7 Some of them
view political consumerism as representing a normative appeal for
neoliberalism, economic globalization, and market capitalism and a
call for the rolling back of the state. For them, politically smart shop-
ping cannot rectify the wrongs committed by multinational corpora-
tions or make the world greener, better, and more just. This is the
sole responsibility of government, and any talk of politically smart
shopping diverts attention from the role that government must play
and allows governments to engage in responsibility-floating. Other
scholars are provoked by it because they see it as a left-wing statement
and just another attempt by the political left to prohibit free trade and
justify increased government regulation of business. They fear that
politicizing consumer choice is the first step toward increased politi-
cal control over the market. A third group takes a middle position by
viewing it as an interesting political tool that may be able to play a
role in civilizing global capitalism and creating regulatory mecha-
nisms in areas where the state is unable to act effectively. They
acknowledge the presence of economic globalization and concede
that political globalization has been slower to develop. Political
consumerism is seen as an (not the) attempt to fill in regulatory gaps.
Others, like this author, see it as an interesting phenomenon well-
worth studying because it challenges our traditional thinking about
politics as centered in the political system of the nation-state and what
we mean by political participation.

Why Political Consumerism? 3
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But can political consumerism deal effectively with political prob-
lems like child labor, environmental destruction, and depletion of the
rain forests? The chapters in this book answer this overriding question
by breaking it up into smaller ones about how political consumerism
can be understood theoretically, why there is more concern about
consumer choice today, how market-based regulatory tools are
designed and work in practice, whether political consumerism can be
explained by citizen dissatisfaction with government performance, if
the marketplace is a new political arena, whether political con-
sumerism is a reflection of profound changes in society, and who uses
political consumerism as a form of political engagement and why
they do so.

The task of this chapter is to address the theoretical understanding
of political consumerism. The next section gives a bird’s eye view of
changes in the political landscape that are of relevance for explaining
political consumerism and how these changes have been discussed
theoretically by social scientists. The focus is then turned to the issue
of consumerism as politics. The topic of the second section is what
makes it political? Section four zooms in more closely on consumers
as political actors. It discusses the political agency of consumers by
directing our attention to the empowering force of political con-
sumerism. Then I turn to the role of virtues in political consumerism
and address the issues of why private consumer concerns can have
public meaning by analyzing the relationship between the private and
public virtue traditions of political consumerism and the role of self-
interest in politics. The seventh section penetrates more closely why
the everyday life of citizens is increasingly intertwined with politics. It
introduces the concept of individualized collective action, which
I believe helps us to understand consumers as political actors today.
The chapter ends with a short discussion of whether political con-
sumerism can renew democracy and the political community.

Changing Political Landscape

New thinking from different social science disciplines is needed to
understand why changes in the political landscape can promote citi-
zens to view consumer choice as a way of solving political problems
and the market as an arena of politics. The nature of the phenome-
non of political consumerism motivates this crossbreeding of
academic disciplines. To understand how shopping impacts politics,
scholars must follow political consumers who not only cross the bor-
der of the political and economic sphere in their actions but also the

4 Political V irtue and Shopping
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public �private divide that separates people as political individuals
(citizens) from private actors (consumers and family members).
Ideas discussed in this section are primarily taken from political
science, sociology, and business studies, disciplines that in their own
ways are studying how individuals and institutions use market action
to create trust, control uncertainty, and solve common (public)
problems. Governance and postmodernization are political science
theories that set the stage to answer questions about the rise of polit-
ical consumerism. Ecological modernization, reflexive moderniza-
tion, and the risk society are the key theoretical elements from
sociology. Theoretical work done on the audit society is the business
studies’ focus. These concepts and lines of thought point in one
direction. They concern how globalization and individualization—
two dominant shifts in the political landscape—are prompting citizens
to take politics in their own hands and are creating new arenas for
responsibility-taking.

As shown in this book, an important change in the political land-
scape over the years that encourages citizens to become political con-
sumers is the difficulty that many states now have in ensuring citizen
well-being. Problems such as environmental destruction, human rights
violations, AIDS, smuggling, trafficking, and terrorism are examples of
issue areas that states have difficulty controlling. Some states experi-
ence these problems more acutely than others. These challenges rep-
resent new kinds of governability problems. Solutions to these global
problems require the cooperation of several states and new forms of
politics that involve actors and institutions outside the political system.
This entails the development of a new conception of politics. Politics
can no longer be defined as the nation-state’s authoritative distribu-
tion of values in society that is implemented either by force or by the
legitimacy created by general popular agreement.8 Neither is politics
delimited to the proceedings of the different branches of government,
that is, the political system. Today politics goes deeper than the public
debate and public decisions. It concerns interactions among different
spheres and levels of life or what political scientists earlier referred to
as the environment of the political system.9

Governance is a theoretical perspective that recognizes this newer
understanding of politics and the role of the political system in poli-
tics. A simple definition is the need for cooperation among the state,
quasi-state, non-state (nongovernmental), and private institutions like
corporations to solve collective-action problems and to take responsi-
bility for citizen well-being.10 This means that the political system and
its environments are not only intertwined but also highly dependent

Why Political Consumerism? 5
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upon each other. The governance perspective of politics acknowl-
edges that the political landscape has changed dramatically. It is no
longer the state that is necessarily the primary and dominant actor in
politics. Rather, these tasks and responsibilities are often shared and
coordinated in less conventional ways and through multilayered
networks.11

What changes explain governance? Scholars have different ideas
here. Some political scientists explain governance trends as a search
for new policy tools—for instance soft laws and labeling schemes that
involve consumers and business—because traditional government
action has failed to reach its objectives. Others take their point of
departure in the growing complexity of collective-action problems
that is creating a need for new steering capabilities, which require the
entrance of new actors in policymaking. Empirically it may not always
be easy to distinguish between the two explanations in concrete set-
tings because the two problems often are interrelated, but theoreti-
cally these distinctions are important. Scholars discuss government
failure by highlighting a variety of state weaknesses including such
legitimacy problems as public lack of faith in government solutions
and problems with political competency and effectiveness. Examples
of the latter are state inability to formulate successful and effective
policy programs because of political deadlock or the need to com-
promise to create a majority, undue bureaucratic organization of
problem-solving endeavors, group think, and lack of or improper use
of resources.12 Political scientists conclude that these problems lead
to difficulty in formulating correct solutions and in implementing
regulatory policies. They have implications for how people view pol-
itics. For example as discussed in chapter 4, Swedish environmental
activists dissatisfied with how government was making policy regard-
ing the environmental impact of business decided it best to “reroute”
their environmental demands on business.13 Rather than following
their traditional path of calling repeatedly on government to regulate
business, they decided to place their demands on business directly, as
have other actors before and after them.14

Explanations that point to the need for new steering capabilities
due to complexity consider even good government solutions and
implementing potential as inadequate to solve today’s difficult prob-
lems. The reason is that government policy alone cannot create the
kind of compliance necessary to solve them. In these cases, “beyond
compliance” efforts are required to solve common problems.15 This
means that the involved actors must be willing to go further than
required by law. It may also be the case that problems defy national
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boundaries, which implies that transboundary coordination is neces-
sary to solve them. This kind of coordination is often beyond the
mandate of the state. Other cooperative frameworks, as those
represented by political consumerist institutions, are necessary.16

Without coordination over borders and levels, accountability is impos-
sible and different actors and levels can pass off the problem to each
other and engage in responsibility-floating. Thus, effective steering as
a problem-solving tool in complex contexts requires active, positive
involvement on the part of a variety of individual and institutional
actors. These include governmental, nongovernmental, and corporate
actors as well as individual consumers and citizens. In many cases it is
crucial that the actors take the initiative to solve problems themselves.
Policymaking need not, therefore, always start in the political sphere
with legislation and executive branch regulatory or cabinet ministry
documents. A measure of self-organization, self-reflexivity, and self-
steering on the part of actors other than government may, therefore,
be seen as necessary for successful policy ventures, as shown in the
discussion on forest certification schemes in chapter 3.

Scholars of new regulatory tools and soft law argue that actors
must view policymaking and regulation as a process in which prob-
lems are dealt with in appropriate and adaptable ways. This means
that policymakers—be they government officials, civil society
activists, individual consumers, or private corporations—must start by
looking at the character of the problem and then decide which tools
to use to manage or solve it. Tools other than government directives
and civil servant involvement are possible. The messages sent to busi-
ness by political consumers are an example of the kind of new policy
tool referred to here. When governance in domestic or global settings
works well it creates capable political actors who understand how
political institutions work and who are able to deal effectively with
them.17 In many ways, this is a new way of doing politics.

Governance as an explanation for the rise of political consumerism
ties in well with postmodernization, a theoretical perspective high-
lighting other general changes in the political landscape such as indi-
vidualization, political conflicts over values (postmaterialism), and
focus on consumption over production as a potentially powerful
steering mechanism.18 According to scholars of postmodernization,
politics is not just a struggle among interest groups and political par-
ties for state attention and action. Its sphere is larger than the politi-
cal system and concerns issues packed with values and virtues, for
example the struggle between consumers and private companies over
how goods are produced. Postmodernization is also a debate over
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how political problems are defined, which concerns ethical consider-
ations about how individual citizens should be able to craft their own
circumstances to be able to live a good life. Individualization and
active citizenship stress the need for people to take more individual
responsibility for solving problems. This may require that they reflect
upon what ecological, ethical, and public footprints they are leaving
behind for others to cope with and how their daily routines affect 
politics, for instance what signals family consumer choices send to
industry and the impact they have on the environment.

Concerns about green issues and environmental destruction are
changing our focus of what is important politically—locally, nation-
ally, and globally. Recent theorizing on environmentalism and the
larger issue of sustainability emphasizes the role of individual citizens
and consumers in changing the business of consumption.19 In many
ways, environmental and sustainability problems are forcing scholars
to develop ideas about governance of complex problems in complex
settings. Two important theoretical inputs here are ecological mod-
ernization and reflexive modernization. Sociologists theorizing on
ecological modernization and reflexive modernization consider eco-
logical concerns a major change in the political landscape that affects
our problem-solving capacity and political strategies. Ecological
modernization views transboundary environmental pollution as
evidence that the modern state is in a governability crisis. This is the
case because it has severe steering problems in the field of environ-
mental policy. Ecological modernizationists point to the need for a
paradigm shift in policymaking that takes its point of departure in
developing sustainable lifestyles and changing consumer behavior
rather than in legislation and policy tools that rely on state invention
and regulation. This blurs the distinction commonly made between
public and private life. Unlike earlier green thinking, ecological mod-
ernization also acknowledges that economic prosperity and environ-
mental concerns are compatible. Morality and money can be mixed.
Its use of the footprint metaphor also implies a redefinition of the
relationship between the state, citizens, civil society, consumers, and
private corporations. New cooperative partners and arrangements are
to develop regulative processes that are “. . . characterized by the 
principles of horizontal cooperation, consensual—and dialogical—
decisionmaking, less formal institutionalization and a growing impor-
tance of actors at the decentral level.”20 Green capitalism and green
political consumerism are examples of these new cooperative arrange-
ments. Both imply a new brokerage role21 for private corporations
and civil society associations, which are encouraged to build new
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coalitions to develop new steering capacities. Coalitions of these kinds
help create bridging social capital or trust among people who differ
from each other on a number of characteristics.22 Such political 
consumerist institutions as certification programs and eco-labeling
schemes are examples of such capacities.

The reflexive modernization literature is similar to ecological
modernization, but it has more serious implications for the way in
which we understand how changes in the political landscape trigger
political consumerism. For these sociologists, politics is no longer the
prerogative of the state and civil society traditionally conceived.
A new kind of politics—subpolitics—is emerging from below that
encourages, empowers, and allows citizens to take more responsibility
for their personal and collective well-being.23 According to its theo-
rists, subpolitics emerges more from the state’s inadequacy in
controlling the new uncertainties and risks created by industrial soci-
ety than from its coordination problems and ineffective regulatory
tools. Risk has less to do with the probabilities of problems occurring
and more to do with the competency and trustworthiness of institu-
tions that are created to assess and deal with them. Government’s
inadequacy in assessing and dealing with new problems is said to
cause a crisis of state legitimacy, which according to risk-society the-
orists explains increasing high levels of political distrust and citizen
flight from traditional politics.24 The mad cow disease and other food
risks caused by the industrialization of agriculture as well as the
debate over genetically modified organisms are good examples of
what risk-society sociologists consider the state’s predicaments in
dealing with problems caused by industrial society. Consumers in
Europe and the United States who are concerned with these prob-
lems search for food that is problem- and risk-free, and their search is
strengthening the need for organically labeled food products, which
as discussed in chapter 3 are political consumerist institutions.

Business studies scholars answer the question about the rise of
political consumerism by pointing to the establishment of new legiti-
mate and trustworthy monitoring schemes that have been spurred on
by such changes in the political landscape as government privatiza-
tion, deregulation, and economic globalization. They view monitor-
ing schemes as attempts to fill in regulatory vacuums and put some
order into the regulatory chaos that has developed from changes in
the political landscape. Examples of new attempts to solve problems
are summarized in such new terms as audit society, audit explosion,
and mobile networks for regulation, which describe different kinds 
of citizen, consumer, and particularly institutional activity. Many of
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these activities monitor and rank products and services.25 They repre-
sent risk reduction practices based on the pragmatic idea of control
and organizational transparency,26 and as such are trends toward good
governance and ecological modernization. Business studies scholars
appraise monitoring activities as those political consumerist labeling
schemes discussed in chapter 3 in terms of their institutional design.
Their findings show that if these schemes are considered to have the
necessary institutional characteristics they will be considered as legit-
imate and trustworthy by consumers, business, and government alike.
The kind of conditions that business scholars consider necessary for
legitimacy are: whether a trustful relationship between consumers,
monitors, and business has been created; whether there is a good
working relationship between auditing institutions and the companies
they choose for evaluation; whether information has been collected
and coordinated in such a way that satisfies all stakeholders, and
finally whether the audit practice is based on institutional autonomy
(that is, the evaluative tools cannot in any way be dependent on the
companies whose products and services they evaluate for auditing
purposes).27 If these conditions of good institutional design are 
in place, auditors will be viewed as credible and trustworthy by 
consumers who will rely on them to make their purchasing choices.28

The theoretical literature discussed in this section explains the
growth of political consumerism as a reaction to the de-rooting 
of politics from the context of the nation-state and the growth of 
risk-related problems like environmental destruction. These changes
signify the need to conceptualize politics as increasingly independent
of territory and a geographically defined place.29 They imply that 
we need to view the political, economic, and even private sphere as
interconnected and intertwined with each other as the actions of indi-
viduals and institutions penetrate all activities and spheres. Politics
needs, thus, a new conceptualization. For political scientists the phe-
nomenon of political consumerism is an example of governance or
new steering alternatives and regulatory tools that are developing
because of different problems experienced by the political system. It
also reflects trends toward postmodernization, the increased impor-
tance of consumption in our lives today, and the role that values and
virtues play for citizen involvement in politics broadly conceived.
Sociologists emphasize even more the negative effects that industrial
society has on the ecological system and how we conceive of politics
and political problem-solving. They explain political consumerism as
an effect of ecological modernization, reflexive modernization, and
risk society, which considers cooperation of a variety of actors—from
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individual consumers and store owners to large transnational
enterprises and state and supra-state actors and institutions—as
necessary to develop sustainable politics in the world today. Political
consumerism for them is, therefore, an example of creative and essen-
tial cooperation among actors and institutions from local to global
arenas on issues of sustainable development. Business scholars also
stress governability problems in risk society as the basis of political
consumerism. However, the answer they give to the question about
the rise of political consumerism is that good institutions are now
available for consumers. This is the case because a greater number of
legitimate auditing institutions are currently in place for consumers to
use to make their daily shopping decisions.

Political consumerist actors also understand politics in this way.
Hazel Henderson, economist at the Calvert Social Investment Fund,
a political consumerist institution, writes: “The whole world has
changed and we are now debating how we need to change the game,
the rules and the scoring system . . . ”30 An activist in the Responsible
Coffee Campaign joins in with the following words:

“Globalization” is what’s happening. At the simplest level, this means
that more of what people consume comes from distant regions through
complex transactions hidden from ordinary view. . . .While most of us
cannot escape participating in commodity chains, we can participate
with greater or less insight and responsibility. That’s a choice open to all
consumers, obviously. . . .On a range of issues, colleges and universities
set standards for themselves higher than the law requires or the
market delivers. Hate speech is one recent example. So why not campus
consumption?31

Consumption as Politics

Consumption has a rich meaning in today’s globalized, postmodern-
ized world. But this is not really a new development. A lesson from
history is that many political struggles began when people—and par-
ticularly women—expressed problems about feeding their family.
Consumer goods became politicized because of private, family woes.
Considerations about family health also play a part in contemporary
political consumerism. We see how people’s outrage over food risks is
creating a crisis in politics and problems for policymakers, be they civil
servants, politicians, corporate actors, or consumer movements.32

Today consumption involves broad concerns of global justice and 
solidarity as well as more specific private concerns about the ability 
to serve one’s family a healthy, nutritious meal. As such, issues of 
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consumption engage people who are both interested in furthering the
public interest and those who want to protect and defend their private
interests from detrimental outside forces. This combination of inter-
ests makes consumerism a potentially very powerful form of engage-
ment. Its importance is stated forcefully by British political scientist
Margaret Scammell: “Just as globalisation squeezes orthodox avenues
for politics, through the state and organised labour, so new ones are
being prized open, in consumer power.” The importance of con-
sumption challenges us to consider whether and how it is politics.33

Consumption can in certain instances be a venue for political
action.34 It offers people an inroad—venue—into policymaking that
otherwise may be rather closed to grassroots citizen participation. It
can create a venue because consumer behavior is difficult to regulate
and therefore generally unregulated. This means that people excluded
from such policymaking communities as corporate board rooms,
diplomatic circles, and legislative arenas can use their market choices
as a means for political expression and as political action. They can
express their dissatisfaction with a product by organizing consumer
protests in the hope of changing the image of the product as por-
trayed by business. In these protests, they can introduce issues that
have not been part of the policymaking process. Studies show that
ethical issues—for instance human rights and environmentalism—
often enter policy discussions in this way.35 A good example discussed
in more detail in chapter 2, is the infant formula campaign, which
changed the image of the product and created a negative public
image of the Nestlé corporation whose products were the focus of the
boycott, put the problem on the international political agenda, and
led to an international agreement that restricted the selling of infant
formula in developing countries. Another example is the Nike Email
Exchange, which created a “culture jam” of one of Nike’s most pro-
nounced advertisement campaigns.36 Thus, consumer choice and
action can create direct input or participation in policy processes in
both the political sphere and business community. Consumers’ polit-
ical input becomes more institutionalized once boycott networks and
labeling schemes are established because, as discussed in chapter 3,
such institutions create a institutional setting for public and private
policymaking.

This view of consumption and consumer choice suggests that there
is a politics of product,37 which means that every product is embedded
in a political context. The politics of products is an important issue in
business ethics, a growing field in business studies concerning the com-
munity and public nature of private corporations (see e.g. Journal of
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Business Ethics). The politics of a particular product is often latent, 
but as shown in history it can rapidly become a controversial issue for
corporations, civil society, and government. Companies may find that
their procurement policies and offshore labor policies make national
and international news. Local, national, and global actors are often
involved in politicizing product. Examples are easy to find. Most
clothing and shoe manufacturers have experienced how their prod-
ucts can be politicized by grassroots’ actors as illustrated in the Nike
Email Exchange. Such embarrassing encounters explain their efforts
in developing codes of conduct. Consumer involvement in product
ethics is forcing business to concern itself with how and why it man-
ufactures goods because these issues now affect its public image and
goodwill. It may even be the case at times that company employees
internally politicize company products because they want to fulfill
their need for social acceptance and political involvement by demand-
ing more ethical behavior on the part of their employer. They are
frustrated with the ineffectiveness of established channels for citizen
influence, which may also encourage citizens, employees, and even
private firms to find new ways to participate politically.38

The politicization of products means that a greater number of actors
from different spheres are seen as playing a public responsibility-taking
role in the world today. A group of actors singled out is transnational
enterprises. The economic importance and public prevalence of pri-
vate corporations prompted an American political scientist to consider
them private governments and public institutions because they are
vested with state traits, among them power over people’s lives.39

Economic globalization recently led the United Nations, Amnesty
International, and other international governmental and nongovern-
mental organizations to claim openly that they must rely on market
actors to accomplish their goals. UN Secretary General Kofi Annan
explains his decision to sign a global compact with business in this
way: “let’s choose to unite the powers of markets with the authority
of universal ideals.”40 Amnesty International’s Human Rights
Principles for Companies urge businesses, citizens, and consumers to
consider the direct responsibility that companies have for “the impact
of their activities on their employees, on consumers of their products
and on the communities within which they operate.”41

The growing importance of private corporations in our world
today helps explain why citizens are increasingly making demands on
the market directly and requiring companies to follow the same ethics
and modes of accountability as public government. There are even
instances where consumer pressure has forced private corporations to
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behave more ethically in their practices than public government.
A good case in point is by the large Swedish transnational clothing
company H & M (Hennes & Mauritz) that for years now has worked
on sustainable development and is acknowledged by the Clean Clothes
Campaign for the progress it has made on these issues. Its code of
conduct is superior to the one used in Swedish government pro-
curement policy for clothing for the defense sector.42

Political consumerism is thus creating an arena for political action
that expands the policymaking process by introducing new issues and
participants. This book shows that political consumerism is politics
when people knowingly target market actors to express their opinions
on justice, fairness, or noneconomic issues that concern personal and
family well-being. When they shop in this fashion they are using their
consumer choice as an ethical or political assessment of favorable and
unfavorable business and government practice. Political consumers are
the people who engage in such choice situations. They may act
individually or in groups. Findings reported in this volume emphasize
that political consumerism often diverges from more traditional forms
of political participation because its organizing principles and
strategies tend either to be less collectivist or novel in orientation.

Political landscape changes explain this new political orientation on
the part of people. The Nike Email Exchange can again be used to
illustrate how these changes are creating new forms of citizen action.
A classical political response on the part of the MIT student would
have been to directly approach politicians and interest groups for bet-
ter government regulation to improve the situation for garment
industry workers, or to become a card-carrying member of a social
movement or interest group mobilizing citizens in this field for a
demonstration or other forms of political agitation. The focus would
be on the national arena and actors, who would be able to deal with
the problem satisfactorily because government policy could regulate
shoe manufacturing. Economic globalization and concerns about
global justice have, however, shifted the venue of politics to the mar-
ket sphere and change the orientation of the action from pressure
group politics and social movement agitation to targeting transna-
tional corporations directly through purchasing choices and less-
conventional political methods as culture jamming, hactivism, and
guerilla media stunts. The purpose of these actions is to challenge the
expensive corporate image-making process by making the politics of
products visible for the global consumer.43 Thus, whereas boycotts
were embedded in social movement activities in the past,44 efforts
focusing directly on market actors are the main form of activity today.

14 Political V irtue and Shopping

Michele-01.qxd  6/28/03  10:01 AM  Page 14



The Nike E-mail and other examples reported in this book show how
political consumer participation is playing a role in reinventing
politics and democracy. Political consumerism carves out new arenas
for political action by its involvements in the market and the politics
of private corporations. It gives citizens a political voice by allowing
them to participate in politics in new and different ways. It considers
individual citizens as main actors in politics by emphasizing the
responsibility of each and every citizen for our common well-being.

In sum, there are five basic reasons that theoretically justify con-
ceiving of consumption as politics. First, consumption is at times an
access point or venue for people to express themselves politically. It
may be that they have tried unsuccessfully to enter more traditional
political arenas or that they have been excluded from these arenas from
the start. Consumption offers these people a space (an arena) to work
on their political issues and helps them exercise influence to solve their
problems. Second, people can use consumption to set the political
agenda of other actors and institutions and to pressure them to the
negotiating table, as in the case of the Nestlé’s boycott. Third, con-
sumption is politics because there is a politics of products that involves
classical political issues about power relations and the allocation of val-
ues in society that are to large degree decided by private corporations.
Thus private corporations are vested with political power and can be
considered private governments. This means that it is justifiable for cit-
izens to be concerned about corporate policy and practices and want
to influence them politically. Fourth, consumption offers people
market-based political tools like boycotts and buycotts that can be
used to engage in political issues and struggles. They may use these
tools to influence a variety of actors and institutions including private
corporations, governments, and civil society. Fifth, consumption is
becoming more political because of political landscape changes and
the increasing global presence of transnational enterprises.

Political Agency of Consumers

That the ordinariness of daily life and everyday shopping choices has
significance for societal, economic, and political development is an
important theoretical position taken in this book. This means that
actions by individuals and groups in common everyday circumstances
like shopping daily for one’s family or oneself can matter significantly.
Action on everyday matters can take the forms of exit, voice, and loy-
alty decisions,45 which for the phenomenon of political consumerism
means boycotts, demands on producers, and smart shopping. These
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action alternatives signify a shift in the sites for citizen action46 from
politics traditionally conceived as involving the political system and
public life to private life and the market sphere. Action involves both
selection of issues and arenas for action. It is possible to analyze the
phenomenon of political consumerism from the point of view of the
importance of daily life for political and democratic development and
to assess whether and in which ways consumers in actual situations
function in this fashion.

The focus on choices in daily shopping situations as democratically
important implies a new view of consumers as potentially important
agents of political change. This means that the common view of
consumers as manipulated, passive buyers of goods that capitalists
produce to increase corporate profits needs to be questioned.47 The
phenomenon of political consumerism suggests that it is also necessary
to consider “the productivity, creativity, autonomy, rebelliousness and
even the ‘authority’ of the consumer.”48 Thus there is, as discussed by
the cultural theorist Mica Nava, agency in consumerism.49 This sug-
gests that consumers at least theoretically can be understood as key
actors in forming new and different democratic structures. When they
shop smartly they combine their role as consumers and citizens and
have the potential to act as exuberant citizen-consumers50 with the
power of agents to develop new content, forms, and coalitions to solve
problems of risk society and global injustices. Their actions that com-
bine the public role of citizens with the private role of consumers can
be seen as having agency because they can help unfold new structures
of operation and build new institutions to tackle global problems.51

Some scholars even see consumers as playing the role of political
entrepreneurs of our common future.52

This view of consumer behavior that equates it with political
agency and embeds it with citizen qualities differs considerably from
traditional views of consumer activism. It signifies that the modernist
view of consumer activism, as a movement to improve the rights of
buyers over sellers,53 must be reconsidered in light of a postmodern
or late modern view that takes its point of departure in the active
agency of consumers. The theoretical argument is that this new con-
sumer activism has the potential to transform society, economics, 
and politics. The starting point is the assumption that consumption 
is increasing in importance as a global structuring principle, which
signifies that conflicts over what and where to consume are now cen-
tral for understanding the functioning of affluent Western societies.
This can even mean that consumers participating in boycotts can, 
for instance, be likened to resistance fighters. Yet unlike resistance or
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revolutionary conflicts of the past, citizen-consumers tend to direct
their attention toward market rather than state actors.54 Theoretically
the importance of consumer choice can be seen as a new structuring
agent that is encouraging citizens to “move into other spheres of life
in order to secure a reasonable possibility of access to politics for all
citizens.”55

These ideas may seem theoretically far-fetched, but in many ways
the explanation of consumerism as a site for political agency is the
same as the theoretical and political attraction of civil society. Like
civil society, consumers who use consumer choice politically is “a code
name for people assuming responsibility for their own lives . . . ”56

Consumer responsibility-taking, the topic of this book, entails the
practice of judgment, autonomy, and solidarity, which many scholars
agree are three main aspects of citizenship.57 Practicing judgment,
autonomy, and solidarity requires that consumers be empowered with
resources and civic skills. They must have both product knowledge
and experience and the ability to assess both product quality and the
values embedded in products.58 Because arenas for consumer choice,
as discussed in the next section and illustrated in the coming chapters,
are less distanced from our daily lives than public decisionmaking
ones, they at times represent more intense struggles over public 
values and virtues than those involving the government sphere and
political system. The political richness and intensity of the market 
as an arena for politics and consumer choice as a political tool can 
be explained in one other way. Political consumerism can be charac-
terized as a pluralist activity because it has looseness and an indeter-
minacy that appeals to citizens who tend to find themselves
marginalized and alienated from formal political settings. It has, thus,
been and continues to be an important instrument for reinventing
citizenship.59

In particular, political consumerism has been shown to be con-
nected to the citizen agency of young people and women. The attrac-
tiveness of political consumerism for young people is not well
researched but it seems that an important explanation is the appeal of
life style politics among the youth, trends toward individualization,
and their tendency to find the formal political sphere alienating.60 We
know more about its attractiveness for women. There are three reasons
that explain the role of women in political consumerism.61 First,
women are the gender that has assumed and still tends to assume
responsibility for shopping for the family on a daily basis. Thus,
women are more involved with consumer issues than men or children.
Their responsibility for putting nourishing food on the family table
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and clothing their family gives them the opportunity to be more aware
of the quality of goods that they bring into their home and give their
family. Second, studies show that women have a lower risk perception
threshold than men.62 This means that women are generally more sen-
sitive to risk society and react more negatively to the use of pesticides
and other poisonous substances on goods needed for their family.
Interview research reports a clear link between lower risk thresholds
and green political consumer activism.63 Third, because women have
historically been excluded from institutions of the public sphere and
their issues seen as nonpolitical, they have been forced to create other
sites to express their political worries and work for their political inter-
ests. Consumer choice was, as shown in chapter 2, a site for women to
participate in politics, a site for them to legitimate their interests, and
a site for their struggle for public recognition. Active political con-
sumerism empowered women as citizens. What is interesting is that
consumer issues continue to do so today, as reported in the case study
on green political consumerism in chapter 4.

The political agency that develops from consumerism is, therefore,
rooted in the integration of citizen concerns with consumer choices.
Consumers view their choice of products in a political fashion, and
citizens find that they can work on political causes in the marketplace.
The political consumer or citizen-consumer is a responsibility-taking
actor who sees market transactions as having interesting political
potential. Daily trips to the market can, therefore, in certain situations
and under certain circumstances be empowering acts. They can open
up an arena for political involvement for people who otherwise may
not have easy access to politics. They can also help people develop a
public space for political action on issues of importance for them.
Finally, work on consumer issues allows people to develop their gen-
eral civic skills in situations that are comfortable for them and in
which they feel confident about the appropriateness of their actions
and involvements.

Private and Public Virtue Traditions of
Political Consumerism

To equate consumer choice with citizen engagement is controversial.
It is controversial because, as discussed earlier, it questions our dis-
tinctions between politics and economics, causing some scholars to
lament trends toward neoliberalism and others to fear a new left-wing
argument for political regulation of the market. Scholars also argue
that smart shopping in the form of politically informed consumer
choice cannot be considered political involvement because traditional
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political actors and institutions—interest organizations, political
parties, and government—need not be present. They motive their
standpoint by maintaining that consumption and consumer choice is
part of the private economic sphere of oneself and one’s family. For
them, the site of politics must be tied to the public sphere and gov-
ernment and choices that concern these arenas. This is where citizens
participate in politics. These scholars thus confine the role of citizens
to voting in elections, joining political parties and civic associations,
and a few channels for direct contact with traditional political actors.
On this basis they argue that consumer choice does not play a role 
in politics and democracy. Their opposition to smart shopping as
political action rests on a conventional, common, and narrow view of
politics.

Political consumerism is a fascinating and challenging phenome-
non for social scientists because it shows how our different spheres are
interrelated and how our private lives and actions impact public con-
cerns locally and globally. It illustrates how citizens are seeking new
sites for political activism. What is particularly interesting is the way it
ties together self-interest and public interest in uncommon interpre-
tations of political life in real life practice. This is done in two ways,
which in political philosophy is called the public virtue tradition and
private virtue tradition of politics.64

Let us first examine how the phenomenon of political con-
sumerism applies the public virtue tradition of politics. This occurs
when public-oriented citizen-consumers practice their public princi-
ples in everyday settings and actions that are not conventionally con-
ceived as political in orientation. They buy products for political,
ethical, and social reasons. This means that on their daily trips to the
market they boycott some products, question the politics of others in
their contacts with store managers and owners, and when available
follow labeling schemes to purchase certain goods over others. They
use exit, voice, and loyalty consumer choice alternatives to express
themselves politically at the marketplace. They choose or refrain from
choosing products for other-oriented or public virtue motivations. In
some cases their choices require restraint on their part because their
political conscience tells them not to buy the product they want for
other reasons like price, looks, and taste. They exercise self-sacrifice
and self-restraint, a virtue closely associated with the public virtue tra-
dition of politics, when deciding in this fashion even when they really
want it for personal reasons. In other cases, they may want to express
solidarity with others (another public virtue) when they choose a
more “ethically produced” good that is more expensive, inferior in
quality, or perhaps more time-consuming to purchase because it is not
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readily available in neighborhood markets. In these instances, their
shopping choices express public-oriented values and interests and are
part of a larger political commitment. Smart shopping may be just
another way or possibly the only way for these people to express and
practice their political commitment in concrete settings. Their actions
reflect a common line of reasoning in political philosophy that good
citizens must be emotionally engaged with the polity and its princi-
ples. This first case of political consumers represents a well-accepted
view of good citizens as enthusiastic, self-sacrificing, solidaristic,
public-spirited and who willingly subordinate their personal interests
and private desires for the good of the public. Its roots are civic
republicanism and communitarian democratic theories.65

A second view of political engagement, the private virtue tradition
of politics, can also be found in the phenomenon of political con-
sumerism. Its point of departure is the realization of self-interest.
Smart shopping is initially a good way to express private concerns.
Here self-oriented consumers buy certain products over others to
solve what we may call private problems. These problems are the
starting point that ties the individual consumer’s self-interest to
public-oriented interests. The goals of consumers are to promote
their family’s interests, for instance to find soap to buy that does not
cause their child who is prone to allergies to scratch wildly after a
bath, and this may mean that parents buy the same soap as the
political consumer activist concerned about water pollution or sus-
tainable trade who represents the public virtue tradition of politics.
The reasons for the parents’ consumer choice are different but their
choice of product is the same. In fact, they may be more dedicated to
promoting the product than the political activist because its use
directly solves a problem that involves their loved ones. They may be
more willing to exert effort in boycotting harmful products, contact-
ing producers in attempts to influence them to change their ingredi-
ents and manufacturing practices, and more adamant in consistently
buying certain products over others no matter the time required to
find a store that carries them or the costs incurred in purchasing
them. Their intense private concerns may cause them to exercise the
exit, voice, and loyalty choice alternatives more intensely and fully
than consumers of the public virtue orientation.

Their actions may also give them the opportunity to realize that
their private worries are shared by others. For example, in their search
for good soap for their child they may meet other families in stores
who have the same or similar problems. The families may decide to
pool their private worries and engage in collective action in very
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concrete, problem-oriented local networks. We see this clearly in
some of the historical instances of political consumerism discussed in
chapter 2. The family’s search for good choices for their family may
even force them to assume political responsibility in a broader context
than the local problem-oriented network. The parents in our example
become political leaders. They exert energy to mobilize people to join
their cause for boycotts and organize mass contacts with producers.
A goal of their cause is to encourage and mobilize others to consis-
tently purchase certain product brands to assure their availability in
neighborhood markets. Their point of departure is still self-interest,
and their concern is still satisfying their private consumer worries. But
by now the parents are political consumer activists, which is a spillover
effect of their private concerns. They may even, as discussed later, find
this kind of political engagement or individualized collective action
comfortable because it allows them to stay within their competence,
experience, and desperate need for involvement in solving problems
of a private nature.

Many social scientists are uncomfortable with accepting this private
virtue tradition of politics. They argue that it legitimizes the role of
self-interest in politics, a development that they believe has negative
consequences for democracy.66 There are, however, good normative
theoretical reasons for accepting it and the empirical findings
reported in this book show that self-interest can play a constructive
role in democratic political development. The American political
activist Saul Alinsky once said, “the only time you stand up in right-
eous moral indignation is when it serves your purpose.”67 For him,
morality began at home, and outrage over personal problems was the
starting point for collective action. Studies of green political con-
sumerism show the same thing. Many people who buy green prod-
ucts do so to solve personal problems. They feel what scholars call a
“closeness” to environmental problems,68 which as discussed later in
this section makes people more willing to engage in collective action.

In a convincing way, the American political philosopher Shelly
Burtt has theoretically shown how private self-interest and the private
virtue tradition contribute to civic virtues and how they can benefit
the common good. For her, it is theoretically unsound to equate vir-
tuous citizenship only with people who renounce their purely private
concerns for the greater good of the political community, as in the
case of the public virtue–oriented political consumerist activist dis-
cussed earlier. She sees this as an illusory ideal because such publicly
dedicated people are far too few in number, and as individuals they
run the risk of overexertion if their only source of commitment is
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the interests of others and the public good. The demands on an
individual’s time and emotional resources are, in short, way too high
for this to be a realistic scenario to encourage in real life. The ideal
has, therefore, low normative appeal. She contrasts these public-
oriented or self-sacrificing virtues with private-oriented, self-serving
civic virtues and asks if “. . . it is at least conceivable that individuals
would be able to serve a civic regime without possessing the passion-
ate attachment to the polity and its needs that grounds the more
familiar sort of publicly oriented civic virtue . . . .”69 For her, a politics
of virtue must include private self-interest. Her theoretical point 
is that this is one of the few ways to develop more participatory self-
rule. Otherwise, politics will be reserved to an elite few with the pro-
clivity and time for purely other-oriented engagements, while other
citizens who must or choose to focus their attention on private woes
are normatively chastised for avoiding political responsibility.70 She
grounds her philosophical argument in the writing of Tocqueville,
Rousseau, and others who included issues that concern the everyday
lives of citizens in their discussions on the politics of virtue. It is from
these seemingly private issues that individual citizens see how their
own lives are affected by the lives of others and vice versa. Her way of
viewing the role of self-interest in political life differs considerably
from scholars like James Buchanan and Anthony Downs who focused
on the importance of worries about private economic life for the
development of private-oriented political preference orders to deter-
mine voting behavior and the expression of self-interest in represen-
tative democratic structures.71 Burtt’s position concerns direct citizen
involvement in politics and what is needed as an impetus to spur
citizens into active political involvement and responsibility-taking.

From this section it can be theoretically concluded that self-interest
is an important motivational source of an individual’s positive contri-
butions to politics. More problems can be brought to the public fore
once politics is opened to self-interest and private concerns. Energy
and resources packed in private worries need to be released in public
channels for involvement. Opening up politics for private concerns
thus renews the political community because citizens find that their
everyday interests, problems, and concerns are part of the struggle
and debate over the public good. They become engaged in their own
issues and seek political forums and alliances to promote them. If
traditional political channels and actors are closed to them, they seek
new arenas and the cooperation of other actors.

This is exactly what has happened in many cases of political
consumerism, several of which are discussed in the coming chapters.
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Citizens concerned about how consumer choice affects them
personally join together. They find each other in very local, everyday
arenas like the butcher store, workplace, church group, even in their
own family, or now via the Internet. Historically speaking, geograph-
ical closeness has been important for initial contacts, but today it may
be argued that geographical closeness can be accompanied or
replaced by Internet closeness. In the past physical geographical
closeness gave and today cyber geographical closeness gives people a
practical way to discuss their common personal problems, share their
common worries, and create common knowledge. Perhaps they, as in
the parents who slipped into political activism above, learn that their
problems are not unique. There is, thus, a bonding function in these
kinds of political consumerist activities, which creates trust and social
capital among likeminded people.72 The fact that they are near each
other physically or via the Internet creates solidarity and strong ties,
and these ties, as we learn from theories on collective action as well as
historical cases of political consumerism, became important structures
for participation.73 Group pressure may even develop from feelings of
physical or Internet closeness, thereby forcing family and friendship
networks to participate in the cause as a friendly gesture or out of a
sensed need for family peace. These people decide that support is the
best thing to do. Or put in more formal collective-action language,
they believe that support is the optimum long-term strategy for them
to follow.

Moreover, the need to find a solution for personal problems is so
strong that the people initially involved disregard all costs of collec-
tive action. They are not worried that uninvolved and disinterested
people—free riders—also will be rewarded once the problems are
solved.74 Neither do they care initially whether their cause is on the
agenda of mass organizations. Their decision to become involved is
not dependent on high support rates from other people.75 All that
matters to them is that they can depend on and trust each other and
can find a way to solve their own common problems. Sociologists
who study social capital, trust, and collective action call these individ-
uals “low threshold people” because it is easy for them to “slip” into
active involvement together with others. Political scientists may refer
to them as everyday political entrepreneurs or perhaps we can call
them political venture capitalists, because they are willing to use
resources—time, money, and civic skills—and take private and per-
haps public risks to solve political problems of a private nature. Their
enthusiasm may encourage other people not personally affected by
the problem to join the cause. Perhaps they heard about the cause
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from people in the immediate environment of the initial supporters.
A mass movement may, therefore, emerge, and established political
institutions may decide to take notice. In this way, everyday settings
and people working on concrete problems in a hands-on way are
important links for new collective action and a hothouse for the
growth of new forms of citizen involvement in politics.

Both the virtue traditions discussed in this section acknowledge that
consumer choice can be political choice and the market can in certain
circumstances be an arena for politics. Yet they do so in different ways.
According to the public virtue tradition, citizens take their public con-
cerns with them when they engage in contacts with market actors
through shopping and non-shopping choices. Thus, they bring politics
to the marketplace. The private virtue tradition begins with private
individuals in their role as family providers and family shoppers. These
people first bring their private problems to the marketplace and then
understand that their worries are political. The private virtue tradition
shows how absorption in solving private concerns that involve market-
place transaction can release an abundance of resources—physical
energy, time, creativity, and so on—which can serve a public purpose.
The urgency for action and problem solution that is embedded in this
kind of involvement withstands many of the pitfalls of traditional 
collective action based on self-sacrificing public virtues. Typical pitfalls
found in numerous studies include free riding and activists feeling
burnt out and in need of a shift in involvements from self-sacrificing
political activism to a quiet family-oriented private life.76

Political Consumerism as Individualized
Collective Action

Political consumerism can be said to fit a general pattern in contempo-
rary politics that is reflected both in the discussions in this chapter and
social science research. Studies on civil society, political involvement, and
social capital show that citizens are tending to view politics and political
participation in a different light than in the past. Citizens in the Western
world are moving away from many traditional forms of political partici-
pation focusing on the political system per se. Traditional forms of polit-
ical participation are frequently viewed as time-consuming, limiting in
terms of individual expression, and lacking a sense of urgency.77 Instead
people are increasingly attracted to less bureaucratic, hierarchical kinds
of involvement characterized by looser, egalitarian, and informal struc-
tures that allows them to express themselves more individually and
experience the thrills of participation.78 They are now seeking issues
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and arenas for involvement that are more flexible, network-oriented,
hands-on and that allows them to combine their daily lives with politi-
cal causes. This kind of involvement may actually take more time and
effort than traditional forms of political participation, but many citizens
are willing to invest their resources as long as it fulfills them personally.
Self-assertive responsibility-taking characterizes this kind of involve-
ment, which refers both to taking care of one’s own self and the well-
being of others, and therefore reflects a new mix of the role of public
virtues and private virtues that was discussed in the previous section.
An example of this new mix is political consumerism.

I am developing the concept of individualized collective action to
capture the essence of this form of citizen engagement that combines
self-interest and the general good. The three words are carefully cho-
sen. I do not mean “individualized political participation” or “indi-
vidualized political action.” With these three words I want to make a
clear theoretical distinction between citizen-prompted, citizen-
created action involving people taking charge of matters that they
themselves deem important in a variety of arenas (individualized col-
lective action) and conventional definitions of political engagement,
involving taking part in structured behavior already in existence and
oriented toward the political system per se (collectivist collective
action, political participation). While individualized collective action
occurs in a variety of settings and more spontaneously, political par-
ticipation is involvement that takes place in a given arena and in accor-
dance with a given mode of activity and given agenda. New citizen
engagement can take place all over the place in a variety of settings,
which motivates my decision to choose the term collective rather than
political action so as not to confuse readers who view political action
as focusing specifically on the political system per se.

The concept of individualized collective action reflects the political
landscape changes of postmodernization, risk society, and globaliza-
tion that were discussed earlier in this chapter. These landscape
changes imply that citizens must juggle their lives in situations of
unintended consequences, incomplete knowledge, multiple choices,
and risk-taking. Political engagement and citizenship is, thus, a task
that people must deal with on an increasingly individual basis. It is not
laid out as in the first modernity (industrial society and nation-state
dominance) in which citizens define themselves more directly in
terms of established institutions and social positions.79

My working definition of individualized collective action
acknowledges the impact of these political landscape changes on 
our view of politics and political involvement. It is the practice of
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responsibility-taking for common well-being through the creation of
concrete, everyday arenas on the part of citizens alone or together
with others to deal with problems that they believe are affecting what
they identify as the good life. Individualized collective action involves
a variety of different methods for practicing responsibility-taking
including traditional and unconventional political tools.

This section develops the concept by contrasting the theoretical
construct of individualized collective action with the conventional
view of political participation, here called collectivist collection action,
and embedding the concept of individualized collective action theo-
retically in social science literature discussed earlier and further devel-
oped in this section. It should be noted that scholars have not
generally given the concept of political participation an articulated
theoretical grounding. Rather, political scientists have generally con-
centrated most effort in developing an operational theory of political
participation useful for survey research. This situation explains the
infrequent use of reference to theoretical works on political participa-
tion in this section. The concept of collectivist collective action devel-
oped here is based on a general summary of empirical works of
quantitative and qualitative nature on political participation concern-
ing civil society and citizen contact with the political system per se.
The theoretical constructs of collectivist and individualized collective
action are formulated as ideal types, which following Weber are
abstract descriptions, constructs, or models of social actors, social 
situations, or social processes that cannot in their entirety be found in
real life.80 They are presented in figure 1.1. The key theoretical
aspects of the concepts are given in italics in the figure and are
focused on explicitly in this section.

As shown in figure 1.1, the prerequisites for collectivist collective
action are established structures and procedures that individual citi-
zens can enter to find a home to channel and mold their political
voice or identify their societal interests. Involvement in membership-
based interest groups, civic associations, and political parties are exam-
ples of such established political homes. The theoretical basis of this
kind of collective action can be said to be liberal, representative
democracy.81 Membership in the interest articulating and aggregating
structures implies that individual citizens find an institutional home
through which their political voice and identity is filtered, adapted,
and molded to the political preferences and priorities of these repre-
sentative structures. Thus their political voice and responsibility is
delegated to organizational leaders. Individual citizens are, therefore,
encouraged and perhaps even pressured to craft and construct their
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Figure 1.1 The ideal types of collectivist and individualized collective action.

Collectivist collective action Individualized collective action

First modernity collective action: identity with structures and social Late modern collective action: identity and social position not 
positions, unitary identity that follows life paths, role models taken for granted, map out your own life path, be your own role

model, serial identity
Participation in established political homes such as membership-based Use of established political homes as base and point of departure to
interest groups and political parties decide own preferences and priorities and create and develop 

individualized political homes, e.g., home pages
Participation in territorial-based physical structures focusing on the Involvement in networks of a variety of kinds that are not based in 
political system any single physical territorial level or structure, subpolitics
Participation that is channeled through grand or semi-grand ideological Involvement based on self-authored individualized narratives 
narratives (traditional political ideology) (self-reflexivity)
Participation in representative democratic structures Self-assertive and direct involvement in concrete actions and settings

Delegation of responsibility to leaders and officials Responsibility is not delegated to leaders and officials, it is taken
personally and jointly, self-actualization

Member interests and identity filtered, adapted, and molded to political Dedication and commitment to urgent causes rather than loyalty to 
preferences of these interest articulating and aggregating institutions, organizational norms, values, standard operating procedures, and
socialization so on
Loyalty to established structures, acceptance of organizational norms, Responsibility-taking for urgent causes, active subpolitics
values, standard operating procedures, and so on
High thresholds for active participation in established organizations; Everyday activism in variety of settings; low thresholds for
high costs for active involvement in terms of time, seniority, socialization, involvement; urgent involvement may be high cost in terms of
and other resources being time-consuming and requiring considerable effort on the 

part of individuals
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political preferences to these structures. They become socialized in
these organized settings. Studies show that it is not uncommon that
citizens are forced to compromise their preferences and interests to fit
the issue frames that characterize interest articulating and aggregat-
ing structures. At times, new members burning with enthusiasm to
work together on current problems find that they must conform to
organizational time frames, put their priority issues on hold, and
instead work on matters that they do not consider the most impor-
tant for the organizational cause. They must do so because their
urgent issues are not given organizational priority.82 Political involve-
ment of this kind tends to be hierarchically organized and based in
the representative democratic structures that characterized traditional
civil society associations. It signifies that citizens who become mem-
bers accept the norms, values, and rules that structure collective
action. Collectivist collective action thus requires that citizens join
associations and support the association’s politics. While, this kind of
collective action seems to have worked well for a considerable part of
the twentieth century, labeled the first modernity in figure 1.1, stud-
ies in social science of the past few decades show that it easily leads to
a passive membership, responsibility-avoiding behavior, free riders,
and difficulty for the association to renew itself due to problems with
inflexibility and organization maintenance.83

The concept of individualized collective action is grounded in a dif-
ferent theoretical point of departure. Individual citizens do not seek a
prefabricated political home for expression of their interests to be rep-
resented by organizational leaders. They do not need someone else or
an outside structure to take care of their interests for them. Rather,
they create their own political home by framing their own aims and
channels for political action. This can be done by using established
political housing as a base to work with their own preferences and pri-
orities, as is discussed in the case of green political consumerism in
chapter 4, or through the creation of their own political homes as a
self-assertive responsibility-taking response, for example as Jonah
Peretti did with his Nike Email Exchange and its relevant home
pages.84 An important difference between this logic and the traditional
one is that individual citizens do not need to join and show loyalty
toward interest articulating structures to become involved in what
they deem are urgent issues of politics and society. They can become
involved outside these structures by showing commitment to causes
and assuming responsibility in a more hands-on way. The physical and
territorially based structures of the earlier part of the twentieth century
with their grand or semi-grand ideological narratives (first modernity
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and collectivist collective action) are not necessary for citizens to
achieve strength in numbers in the twenty-first century or what is
labeled late modernity in figure 1.1. Sufficient knowledge about
problems can be achieved outside traditional political channels and on
a more individualized basis. These citizens may use established gov-
ernment, private, civil society, and Internet institutions as information
sources as well as engage in chat sites to gain perspective on the
information produced by these sources. They may achieve political
strength or influence by joining consumer networks, using checklists
developed by home pages for on-the-spot street-level monitoring, and
act politically in very specific and time-delimited settings.85 These
activities are characterized by everyday activism involving contact with
store managers about their assortment and contact with other every-
day activists via home pages. They represent responsibility-taking 
in loose networks in geographically close settings. In short, people 
do not need collectivism for collective action, which explains my
choice of the word individualized for the new conception of political
involvement here called individualized collective action.

The social science concepts of subpolitics, everyday-makers, new
citizenship, and serial identity help us with an initial understanding of
the role of daily activism and local and even global responsibility-
taking in individualized collective action. These concepts inform us
theoretically about how politics and democracy is brought down to
the level of individual citizens in their daily, more personal concerns
about public and private life. This theoretical approach implies a
reconcretization of politics and democracy, and a revision of the roles
of citizen and politician, that is, of follower and leader and political
representation.86 Each will now be discussed in some detail.

The concept of subpolitics has developed from work on risk 
society.87 Risks are defined broadly in this literature and include such
concerns as environmental pollution, food risks, personal problems
with the welfare state, and worries about multiculturalism. Subpolitics
signifies politics emerging in places other than formal politics: the site
of the conventional political science definition of politics and political
participation. It is politics emerging from below. This is occurring for
different reasons, among them are such political landscape changes as
the government’s inability to understand and control the new uncer-
tainties and risks created by public and corporate policy. This is caus-
ing a responsibility vacuum that is being filled by active subpolitics,88

which involves responsibility-taking by citizens in their everyday, 
individual-oriented life arena that cuts across the public and private
spheres. The point that needs emphasizing for the discussion in this

Why Political Consumerism? 29

Michele-01.qxd  6/28/03  10:01 AM  Page 29



chapter is that this development should not solely be analyzed as flight
from politics, cocooning, retreat from public concerns, or defense for
a purely self-oriented and self-interested private life. Rather, it is quite
possible that the self-orientation or individualization apparent in sub-
politics is responsibility-taking for the well-being of oneself and others
by means that differ considerably from those of conventional political
participation. The differences concern the role that private-oriented
virtues (duty to oneself ) play publicly and the importance of a feeling
of self-fulfillment from energy exerted in hands-on involvement for
public issues (duty to others).

The theoretical argument is that individual citizens increasingly act
politically in their daily private lives. The reason is the interconnect-
edness of private and public acts, as exemplified by the impact of pri-
vate consumption on the global environment and for workers’ rights
in Third World factories. We leave ecological, ethical, and public foot-
prints as we go about our seemingly daily private lives. Awareness and
self-reflection of this impact imply an acknowledgment that everyday
acts by citizens have the power to potentially restructure society. This
is the meaning of self-reflexivity. In the postmodern language of
scholars of individualization, “. . . individuals can feel themselves to 
be authors of global political acts . . . ”89 and “[w]hat appeared to be
a ‘loss of consensus,’ an ‘unpolitical retreat to private life,’ ‘a new
inwardness’ or ‘caring for emotional wounds’ in the old understand-
ing of politics can, when seen from the other side, represent the
struggle for a new dimension of politics.”90 Their point is that poli-
tics, when seen as the need for collective action to provide for our
common well-being, is moving into the sphere of everyday life.

The theoretical implication of subpolitics is that everyday acts by
citizens have the power to potentially restructure society. Citizens 
are seen as the key actors in forming new democratic structures. In 
particular, “exuberant citizens” based in civil society networks have
the power to develop new content, forms, and coalitions to solve
problems of the risk society. For postmodern scholars like Ulrich Beck
“(t)he ‘political entrepreneur’ of the future is not an elected repre-
sentative . . .”91 This implies that what we do as individual citizens can
have global political significance. This view of politics gives citizens 
a central role in the responsibility-taking for our common future and
couples together the public and private sphere in a way that is 
unfamiliar in traditional politics.

The concept of everyday-making (hverdagsmager) developed by
Danish political scientists to understand local citizen initiative fits
this understanding of politics as hands-on, local action well.92
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Everyday-makers are citizens characterized by governance and the 
values of postmodernization.93 They become involved with issues in a
very local and specific way. Everyday-makers may work alone or in
ad hoc networks organized outside the formal system of politics and
across traditional, political ideological boundaries. They organize sub-
politically. Danish research shows that everyday-maker issues include
local health care, park improvements, or locations and relocations of
government services. In line with this, we can view everyday-makers as
street-level political entrepreneurs who seek solutions for very con-
crete or local problems concerning the welfare state. However, it
seems clear that issues of consumption and even concrete consumer
goods as coffee, jeans, toilet paper, and tropical wood should be con-
sidered as everyday-maker concerns. These concerned consumers also
function as street-level auditors of government and corporate per-
formance who either want to keep service up to standard or make serv-
ice conform to a level of standard that goes beyond compliance to
regulatory rules and practices. Like subpoliticians, everyday-makers
are contributing to a newer understanding of democracy that takes 
its point of departure in individualization, that is, self-interest, self-
organization, and self-responsibility.94 They put democratic values to
practice daily and in so doing make democracy tangible.95

To understand the role of self-interest, self-organization, and self-
responsibility as a mobilizing force we need to consider political iden-
tity formation.96 Identity is an important aspect in active subpolitics
and everyday-making and an essential part of the concept of collective
action. However, political identity in collectivist and individualized
collective action differs considerably from one another. Traditionally
we have understood political identity as a unitary notion created by
belonging to well-established institutions oriented to the political
system—political parties and unions to name just two examples. This
means that you, for example, identify yourself as a democrat, social
democrat, republican, or member of the working class. Political iden-
tity is, thus, not so much a matter of active, individual choice as it is
defined by one’s position in society. The implication is that people in
the same position in society have the same political identity because
they have common experiences and share the same social, political,
and economic interests. Scholarship on class identity illustrates how
we have lumped together people in one social class because they are
born into it and are associated with it through their position in the
means of production. Research over the past decades finds that
changes in the political landscape as those discussed earlier force us to
reconsider our view of political identity formation. A good starting
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point for understanding this development is theoretical work on
seriality, which implies that our political identities are not fixed but
flexible and embedded in concrete situations rather than social struc-
tures. Seriality means that we move among and in and out of various
identities.97

Iris Marion Young reintroduced the concept of seriality and serial
identity to research on political participation to understand why
women do not identify themselves with organizations representing
women’s interests by becoming members. Her main point is that it 
is wrong to consider political identity as based on “a collection of 
persons who recognize themselves and one another as in a unified rela-
tion with one another.” This is what in figure 1.1 characterizes first
modernity collective action. Her theoretical alternative is to understand
identity as fragmented rather than homogenous and contextual rather
than structural, that is, not a given but social constructions, and char-
acteristic of late modernity collective action. She calls this serial
identity, which develops from feelings of commonness with others in
the same context or situation as ourselves: “To be said to be part of the
same series it is not necessary to identify a set of common attributes that
every member has, because their membership is defined not by some-
thing they are but rather by the fact that in their diverse existences 
and actions they are oriented around the same objects . . . .”98 Thus,
depending on the situation and mind-set of people on a particular day,
they can, for example, identify themselves as taxpayers, bike riders,
political consumers, dog owners, political scientists, or local citizens
irritated with the municipal service. Each of these identities can lead to
solidarity with others in the same situation and spark individuals into
collective action. Citizens can craft or self-author their own personal-
ized, individualized political narratives and adapt their political involve-
ment thereafter. This is the meaning of self-reflexivity. We can decide
for ourselves on a more individual basis which events, issues, and phe-
nomena will politicize us. People with opposing views, experiences, and
interests may even find that they, in certain contexts, have common
ground for collective action because they strive to solve concrete prob-
lems rather than allowing established political institutions and ideolo-
gies to position them politically. We can also change political identity
rapidly over time. Identities may, therefore, be temporary and highly
contextual. We craft our personalized, individualized political identity
and adapt our political involvement thereafter. We can even hold seem-
ingly conflicting political identities. This is possible because our identi-
ties, as expressed by another theorist, are an articulation of an ensemble
of subject position that are “constructed within specific discourses and
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always precariously and temporarily sutured at the intersection of those
subject positions.”99

The concept of serialized political identity, subpolitics, and self-
assertiveness is implicit in new citizenship theories, which argue that
the idea of citizenship should not be restricted to the relationship
between people and the state. Rather, citizenship is a relationship to
institutions regardless of sphere. It is commitment to working with
institutions—to defend, improve, and reform them.100 Self-assertiveness
on the part of citizens is active involvement and entails civic or politi-
cal competence—that is, attitudes and skills—necessary to create an
institutional context for responsibility-taking through collective action.
These ideas reflect an understanding of the impact of changes in the
political landscape, which show how contemporary citizens are
demanding more arenas for self-expression and self-actualization as
well as more opportunities for involvement that allow them to take
both individual and collective responsibility for their own needs and
interests.101

Ideas about responsibility and responsibility-taking are central for
the theoretical discussion used to develop my concept of individual-
ized collective action. They are also central for political consumerism.
Responsibility-taking goes beyond citizen obligations and rights and
the civic republican demand that citizens participate in their territori-
ally based community and political systems. It is part of the norma-
tive theory of cosmopolitan citizenship that considers citizens as
embedded in wider issues of responsibility for nature, unborn gener-
ations, and in a variety of settings representing a diversity of private
and public spheres.102

New citizenship and serial identity theories help explain what trig-
gers citizens to act individually and collectively as, for instance, polit-
ical consumers. Scholarship on subpolitics and everyday-making
explain the arenas for this kind of citizen activism and establish the
market as a venue for politics. Together the concepts help craft the
concept of individualized collective action. They stress how individual
citizens adapt their involvement so that it is appropriate for the prob-
lem and responsibility-taking at hand. A multitude of identities and
contact with sites for involvement help citizens develop the necessary
competence to assess which venues and kinds of action are best for
solving complex contemporary problems. Gone are the ideas of solv-
ing political problems solely in the political system and mobilizing for
action on the basis of established political identities, ideologies, and
organizational settings. Flexible thinking and flexible involvement is
part of individualized collective action.
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An important implication of the concept of individualized collective
action is that political problems need not solely be dealt with in the
political system, by established political actors and channels, and
through mobilizing for action on the basis of established political iden-
tities, ideologies, and organizational settings. Rather, the market, the
home, and other seemingly private or nonpolitical arenas are also appro-
priate venues for general responsibility-taking. A second implication is
that citizen activism crosses the public and private divide that has deter-
mined our conception of political participation and politics. Finally, this
new form of citizen activism implies that responsibility for problem-
solving cannot be delegated to other actors and spheres and the actors
and institutions of representative democracy. It must be taken by each
individual who leaves footprints after their actions and choices.

Subpolitics, everyday-making, serial identity, and new citizenship
are concepts that help us recognize how structural changes in the
political landscape can be understood at the level of individual actors.
The structural and actor-oriented political landscape changes discussed
in this chapter imply a need for renewal of the political community to
fit our contemporary needs. A political community that functions well
not only includes procedures for solving collective-action problems. 
It also educates its members in the values of involvement and encour-
ages them to renew their involvement and institutions through delib-
erative feedback. Today citizens are creating new ways to understand,
channel, and safeguard their interests. They are inventing new forms
of political involvement. Some of these forms are establishment-
challenging because they circumvent routine or conventional politics,
which has traditionally been based on production-oriented Left–Right
politics. Newer channels allow citizens to attempt to use their serial
identities to build bridges between actors who normally do not work
together.

Renewing Democracy and the Political
Community through Political Consumerism

When political consumerism works well it brings issues of justice,
human rights, and the environment down to the level of choices
made by individuals and groups of individuals in their daily routines.
This kind of responsibility-taking on the part of individual citizens
can play an important role in reconstituting the political community
because it connects public-oriented politics and our private lives. It
signifies that citizens should not theoretically be construed as just 
passive recipients of rights that are protected by law. They have also
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the opportunity to act as grassroots rights–enforcing agents and
promoters of justice in a variety of settings, among them the market.
Thus, political consumers can in this way be said to be participating
in the reconstruction of the political community. They can, to borrow
a phrase from Ulrich Beck, be conceived as the moral material of new
ways of private and public life.103

As shown in this book, political consumerism reflects new trends
in political involvement that concern the individualization of political
conflicts triggered by the political landscape changes discussed earlier
in this chapter. These changes imply the need to reassess the division
of responsibility among spheres, actors, and institutions. A way of
summarizing the impact of these changes is that we are currently in
the process of striking a new balance for the responsibility for the
responsibility.104

As argued in this book, theoretically political consumers can indi-
vidually and collectively, in certain circumstances, play a central role
in the discussions on the responsibility for the responsibility. Consider
the following theoretical scenario reflected in empirical examples in
the coming chapters. Individuals begin by worrying about a private
matter—wanting to provide a healthy meal for the family, work a
shorter day for personal health and family solitude, or buy new furni-
ture for a barbecue planned on the patio—and soon find that their
private issues and interests have a public side to them as well. This is
what earlier was called the politics of products. Healthy food for one’s
family may mean finding where one can buy it, leading to a demand
for organic foods and a movement for eco-labeled produce that takes
a stance against genetically modified organisms, and finally in institu-
tions that audit and label food products to ensure their environmen-
tal quality. A shorter workday may require collective action in the
form of calling for codes of conduct, the right to become members of
trade unions, and an end to sweatshops. A desire to have a barbeque
on a newly furnished patio may force the individual to consider the
impact of purchasing tropical wood furniture on the rain forests, how
farming tiger shrimp affects the working conditions of fishermen and
waterways in Thailand, and what effects coffee plantations have on
the ecosystem in Latin America. Thus political consumerism has the
potential to renew democracy by wanting full citizen rights to apply
to all people alive today and for future generations.

Consumption can also be a site of political action for citizens with
a public-interest orientation. These publicly virtuous individuals may
grieve over the exploitation of children as laborers in developing
countries or the cutting down of rain forests in Indonesia and
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South America. They may decide that they want to engage themselves
politically to help solve the problem. However, they may find that
they lack an institutionalized means (an established political home) of
voicing their grief politically or feel frustrated with the way that gov-
ernmental and nongovernmental institutions work with these issues.
They may decide that the best way for them to quell their political
hunger for urgent action and change is by working with the issue
directly and target business through their consumer choices. Political
consumerism thus renews the political community through new
ideas, action arenas, methods, and new groups of participants.

Political consumerism has also the potential of uniting private-
oriented and public-oriented people in common action repertoires. It
is quite possible that the most rational (i.e., resource conserving and
preference maximizing) form of engagement for both groups of indi-
viduals discussed above is to follow the shopping advise provided by
the labeling schemes discussed in chapter 3. In this way, political con-
sumerism gives people a way to practice virtuous civic activity in their
everyday lives. It can encourage self-interested individuals to engage
in serialized collective action on matters of particular private concern
to them. Here self-interest is the most important impetus for an indi-
vidual’s positive contributions to the public good. Political con-
sumerism can also give public-oriented citizens a channel for political
action. Because of its more hands-on character, it offers them a sense
of political efficacy that they may find lacking in other participatory
channels and it gives them concrete, everyday political tasks that 
satisfy their hunger for urgent direct involvement. The methods used
in political consumerism make each person a global stakeholder with
responsibilities for their conduct and choices (their footprints). For
both groups of people, political consumerism can give them the
energy and willpower to continue participating even during campaign
setbacks or bad personal times. This is because involvement has been
integrated into their daily routines. It is an everyday practice that can
renew democracy by sensitizing people to democratic deficits in the
marketplace and also revitalize the political community by introducing
it to new ways of conceiving and doing politics.
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2

H istory of Political 

Consumerism

Going Back in Time

Political consumerism is not a new phenomenon. Scholars of history
know intuitively that issues of consumption—particularly food supply
and prices—lie behind all revolutions. Yet the role of consumption in
politics has not traditionally been an important focus for the social sci-
ences. Recently more scholars have begun to study it historically.
Some of them even consider consumption as the vanguard of history.1

Their research shows how women, ethnic groups, civil society associ-
ations, and states have used consumption as a tool for change. 
With the help of previous research, this chapter sketches the political
contours and historical impact of consumerism. The research cited 
is mainly American. Information on political consumerism in other
countries and particularly Sweden has been collected to complement
the American findings. Nevertheless, much more research is needed
for a complete history of political consumerism. The chapter is 
an initial attempt to compile, juxtapose, and draw conclusions about 
the virtues, values, and action involved in political consumerist 
events, the relevance of consumerist activities for people in their 
private and public lives, and the role that consumer choice plays in
politics.

Boycotting Boycott: History of the Term

It would seem that political consumerism finds its origin in boycotts.
At least this is the impression one gets from historical studies.
Boycotts have been used for hundreds of years by citizens to protest
injustice and unfairness. Negative political consumerism or the choice
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not to buy products or services is called boycotts after Captain
Charles Cunningham Boycott, the Earl of Erne of County Mayo in
Ireland. Boycott owned a considerable amount of agricultural land,
which was worked by the Irish peasantry who were his tenant farmers
and farm laborers. Their situation was not good, due to the famine of
1878 and actions of the landlord class. The peasants were displeased
with how Boycott treated them. They began to mobilize themselves
for some kind of action to protest against his treatment and policies.

The Land League, a prototype farm workers’ union, was formed to
represent their interests. It encouraged the peasants not to use vio-
lence and to avoid any communication with those who refused their
demands for lower tenant rents and higher wages. The Land League
encouraged the farm workers who worked for Captain Boycott to
take action against him. They decided not to harvest his oats because
he paid them a lower wage than their regular one. After a few other
incidents, they agreed to break all contact with Captain Boycott and
his family. Boycott was forced to request military assistance and the
help of hired men to gather his crop.

An American journalist and an Irish priest who sympathized 
with the peasant cause took note of the event. While the journalist
wrote about the event for a newspaper, the two men discussed what
to call it. They were the first to use the family name “boycott” as a
noun and a verb for the action of the peasants. A scholar who has
written on morality and the market summarized the boycott of
Boycott in the following words: “No one would work for Boycott,
speak to him, or supply him with goods or services; ultimately he was
driven out of his home, and out of Ireland. More importantly, the
boycott action made many people in England and Ireland aware of
grave injustices.”2

The boycott of Boycott showed how common people could
exercise influence by using their meager economic power in a collec-
tive fashion. The peasants’ actions would today be called a strike. 
In the early 1900s the word strike would be used to describe the
refusal by groups of people to purchase goods because they believed
them to be too expensive. Both strikes and boycotts are actions that
involve collective action to influence transactions in the marketplace.
The main difference between them is that strikes are the refusal of
people to work for their employer for various reasons. Strikes are a 
production-oriented tool while boycotts are consumption-oriented.
Boycotts are now commonly defined as attempts “by one or more
parties to achieve certain objectives by urging individual consumers to
refrain from making selected purchases in the marketplace.”3
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Boycotts in Revolutions: The Constitutional
Significance of Everyday Goods

It can well be that the American journalist who covered the peasant
revolt in Ireland became interested in the action because he knew 
the history of his country well. Of all countries in the world, the
United States is most noted for using boycotts as a political tool. 
The reason, as stated by a historian of American consumer society, 
is the importance of consumption for the material and ideological
components of American identity.4 Boycotts were used frequently in
the War of Independence. Sympathizers of the revolutionary cause
refused to buy English goods as a protest against the passage of the
Stamp Act in 1756 and the tax on tea. The deterioration of the rela-
tionship between the colonies and the British government made
many colonists worry about their own private economic dependence
on Britain, which was a consequence of their purchasing of British
goods and their reliance on the credit that British retailers generously
extended to them. Tea, clothing, and other goods imported from
Britain became embedded with political meaning and identity.
A scholar of this “consumer revolution” states:

Americans who had never dealt with one another, who lived thousands
of miles apart, found that they could communicate their political
grievances through goods or, more precisely, through the denial of
goods that had held the empire together. Private consumer experiences
were transformed into public rituals. Indeed many colonists learned
about rights and liberties through these common consumer items, arti-
cles which in themselves were politically neutral, but which in the
explosive atmosphere of the 1760s and 1770s became the medium
through which ideological abstractions acquired concrete meaning.5

Local colonial merchants were the first groups to organize
boycotts. They had, of course, a vested economic self-interest in the
struggle for independence. However, the most important group
behind the boycotts was the general consuming public. What moti-
vated their action were their private concerns and the desire for eco-
nomic and political independence from England. Both the public and
private virtue tradition of political consumerism thus drove people to
activism. They used what was called subscription lists to mobilize
support for their cause. The lists provided information on the purpose
of the boycott and requested a written pledge of support. The names
on the lists were tabulated and announced in the local newspapers.
The goal was high numbers. Anyone and everyone—not just white
males with property—were encouraged to sign up. This mobilization
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strategy makes them particularly interesting as it shows their rather
egalitarian character. Another important aspect is the presence of
women. In some cases, women organized their own subscription
movement when men refused to let them play an active role in gen-
eral list campaigns.6 Thus, we see how the politics embedded in
British goods sold in the American colonies opened up an arena for
citizen participation for all groups of people. Just providing consumer
goods for the family became, therefore, interlocked with the high 
politics of diplomacy and the constitutional status of the colonies.7

A historian of American consumerism concludes:

The American Revolution was in part a consumer revolution. The
identity of the colonies as a nation, an “imagined community” to
borrow Benedict R. O’G. Anderson’s phrase, grew out of the practices
of wearing homespun clothing and boycotting British goods, most
notoriously during the Boston Tea Party. The revolutionaries became
the first in a long line of Americans to link consumption—or its
withdrawal—and politics.8

An American political tradition of fighting for justice by “putting
one’s money where one’s mouth is” was, thereby, established.
Boycotts continued to play a central role in other constitutional dis-
putes later in history. One poignant instance is their place in the
events leading up to the Civil War. Northern abolitionists called on all
shoppers to boycott goods produced by southern slave plantations.
The issue was the injustices of slavery and the need to convince
citizens and government that it must be prohibited constitutionally.
Boycotts of slave-produced goods were one of the means used by the
international antislavery movement in its struggle.9

Boycotts have been important in other revolutionary settings as
well. India is a good example. The issues were much the same as in
the United States: economic dependence and political injustices
caused by colonialism and the colony’s need to create an independent
political or national identity. Britain was also the target of the Indian
boycott. Mahatma Gandhi’s nonviolent struggle for independence
from Britain demanded that Indians practice the public virtue
tradition—self-denial and self-sacrifice—in their struggle for justice
and equality that was seen as part of their political and economic inde-
pendence. Many Indians supported the boycott of British goods, and
it is of interest for this book that women were key actors in the
Gandhian movement for independence.10

Swadeshi, meaning use of things belonging to one’s own 
country (i.e., indigenous goods) was central to Gandhi’s strategy for 
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independence. He integrated the Swadeshi Movement from the early
1900s in his struggle. Swadeshi became a central ideological tool 
for him. It can be seen as a primitive kind of political consumerist
labeling scheme. Swadeshi helped build national unity and identity,
and it promoted domestic industry. Like American colonists before
them, Indians were encouraged to “buy Indian” cloth and other
domestically produced goods.

Another aspect of special interest about the Swadeshi political
movement for this book is that a number of key groups found that
the campaign fell in line with their own private interests. The private
virtue tradition is, therefore, evident in the Swadeshi movement.
Many Indian capitalists supported Swadeshi because it promoted
their private interests as domestic textile manufacturers. They also
believed that Swadeshi would help better their own economic stand-
ing by improving the economic standing of Indian industry generally.
This in turn was seen as benefiting the interests of domestic workers.
Swadeshi even met with the approval of the Indian educated class
because they were not dependent on selling British goods for their
livelihood. Thus, Swadeshi gave manual labor dignity, helped alleviate
rural poverty and underemployment, and the private virtue character
motivated people to act together. As a consequence, it united edu-
cated and uneducated Indians in a shared experience.11 The move-
ment was also helped by a fall in the exchange rate, which raised 
the price of imported cloth. Higher prices meant that people could
no longer afford imported cloth. This was an economic incentive for
people to change their consumption patterns and indirectly helped to
strengthen the campaign.

The author of a 1931 report on the use of Swadeshi and the
anti-British boycott stresses its ethical quality and characterizes the
public virtue tradition of political consumerism present in it in his
description of the practice of virtues by the Indian people:

The present movement is not entirely political; it has a higher and an
ethical aspect, although it may at times be lost slight of by officials and
their apologists. . . .There are many Indians, who feel that they cannot
make the supra-sacrifice for their country. There are some again who
believe that resistance even against “lawless laws” is unconstitutional. It
is subversive of orderly Government. There are others again, who feel
that antipathy against the imports from a particular country engenders
hatred which must be eschewed as evil in itself. But they all agree in the
belief that they should make some common sacrifice for the cause of
their country and that could best be done by religiously encouraging
Swadeshi. When one buys an indigenous product, probably of worse
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quality or at a higher price than the imported product, he does this, for
the good of the nation as a whole. It is these little conscious acts of self
sacrifice which have contributed to weld Indians into a nation, in spite
of their superficial differences. It is for this reason that many Indian
nationalists prefer Swadeshi to protection, which, they agree, cannot
give the same impetus to efficiency and economy or the same inspira-
tion to national endeavour as “Swadeshi ” can. According to them,
there must be free and unrestricted competition with imported goods
in order that on the one hand Indian manufactures may not slacken
their efforts at constant improvement and on the other, Indian con-
sumers may know and feel what sacrifice they are making in the inter-
ests of the nation. As against this, there is the view that when an
industry is in its infancy, it has to be helped in its upward growth by
artificial aid in the shape of protective tariff.

In either case, it will be clear that if and when boycott is called off,
Swadeshi will stay and will be adhered to religiously by most people. . . . 12

Boycotting Food for Social Justice:
Contrasting American and European

Experiences

Products used by families on a daily basis have been and continue to
be the focus of political consumerist activities. Once politicized these
products create an arena that juxtaposes the household and the com-
munity.13 Sometimes, as in the cases discussed in the previous section,
goods were boycotted because they were embedded in struggles for
national independence. They symbolized the needs and wants of
emerging nations-states, and they helped mold national identity. In
other cases as those discussed here, constitutional principles were not
at stake, but politics is clearly present. The political issue of the food
boycotts of the 1900s, social justice, shows this quite clearly.
Consumers in Europe, the United States, and elsewhere expressed
their dissatisfaction with the supply, quality, and price of agricultural
produce in meat and milk strikes. A particularly active group was
working-class housewives. Scholars are now beginning to write their
history, with work on the United States being the most comprehen-
sive. This section uses a political consumerist theoretical lens to inter-
pret historical instances of food strikes and boycotts. It begins with
the American experience, then offers examples from Europe, and
ends with an articulation and analysis of the contrasts between
American and European experiences.

Between the 1920s and 1940s, American urban and rural
housewives across the nation voiced public dissatisfaction about the
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price of food. The revolts by housewives were, in the words of one
historian, “far more widespread and sustained, encompassing a far
wider range of ethnic and racial groups than any tenant or consumer
uprising before it.”14 The revolts have not gone unnoticed in the
social sciences. Political philosopher Iris Marion Young uses the
housewives’ revolt to explain seriality and serial identity, a theoretical
concern in chapter 1. She discusses how focus on a particular, every-
day problem like chicken prices in the lower East Side of Manhattan
led angry women to organize and express their dissatisfaction with
the situation publicly and how this, in turn, helped them to under-
stand better their role as wives, mothers, and women in society.15

In these revolts, women mobilized into ad hoc networks to
boycott food products and, thus, organized themselves as class-
conscious mothers and consumers. Their tactics did not always reflect
peaceful collective action, as shown by a group of angry Polish house-
wives from Chicago who poured kerosene over thousands of pounds
of meat to state their case that meat shortage was not the reason for
high prices or other women who threw meat and poured milk and
flour into the streets.16 But in many instances they learned the strate-
gies and tactics of nonviolent collective action as well. Women labor
unionists used their know-how to help organize housewives as con-
sumers and to forge consumer alliances between working women and
housewives. Some organizers for the Communist Party used mother-
hood as a parole to unite women because they realized that “when
appealed to as mothers, apolitical women lost their fears about being
associated with radicalism in general and the CP in particular.”17 The
appeal to women as mothers and wives thus lowered the threshold 
for collective action, a feature of the private virtue tradition of poli-
tical consumerism discussed in chapter 1. It sanctioned the role of 
private concerns for the family as legitimate public worries, and this
gave women the incentive and push they needed to become involved
in a political struggle. The focus on family concerns gave them
courage to voice their complaints publicly, and it allowed them to do
it in geographically close areas that were comfortable and familiar.

Historians view the housewives’ neighborhood councils and
networks created in the 1930s as sophisticated collective-action groups.
They are also examples of more individualized collective action, an
important theoretical concept for political consumer research intro-
duced in chapter 1. They were relatively stable structures, and the
women who belonged to them were successful in using the radio 
and print media—the information communication technology of 
the time—to put pressure on producers, retailers, and government.
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These networks can be characterized as political consumerist pressure
groups, and their demands on both government and private industry
“reflected a complex understanding of the marketplace and the
potential uses of the growing government bureaucracy.”18 They show
how women consumers were able to politicize agricultural products
and hold their own against producers who were men. Here we see
clearly the political agency of consumers, that is the interactive
relationship between empowered consumers and the marketplace19

discussed in chapter 1.
The housewives’ revolts in the United States are important events

in the history of political consumerism. They illustrate how private
concerns have a public face, which requires organized action that is
put together in new ways and places—as serial identity and individu-
alized collective action aimed at the marketplace. The revolts also put
the concerns of the everyday woman consumer on the public agenda.
Women began to speak with one another about the injustices of high
food prices. In their casual talk, they found that many housewives had
the same experience, and they began to see their worries as a problem
that needed to be dealt with as a group and politically. The house-
wives were forced by concern for family nutrition and health to find
a solution to the problem, and this drove them to public action. This
is a clear example of the private virtue tradition of political con-
sumerism. Participation in councils and networks empowered them
and gave them self-confidence. They also used a rather new infor-
mation communication technological invention—the telephone—to
mobilize women nationwide.

The actions on the part of these women are interesting because they
illustrate how civic skills gained from contact with such established
political homes as trade unions could be applied in new and innovative
ways when housewives organized to solve family problems. Serial iden-
tity is evident among the housewives because they stepped out of their
established political identities created by social class, region, religion,
and ethnicity to identity themselves as mothers and wives in order to
work together in concrete everyday problems and in close-to-home
settings. Immigrant urban women created networks with rural women
to target the actors who profited from high food prices. Local neigh-
borhood women’s councils created to fight food prices often cut
across ethnic and religious lines. Women taught other women in the
networks to read, write, deliver speeches, and lobby government. They
took pride in their empowerment as political actors. Many women
remained members because the networks enhanced their self-esteem
and gave them a sense of camaraderie. The situation was different in
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most other civil society associations, where women as a rule were 
marginalized as members. Not surprisingly, these political consumerist
networks threatened men. They politicized motherhood, the family,
and the home. They also built bonds between women. This led
to conflict with the worker’s movement of the time, which felt
threatened by the politicization of the housewife and the attention on
consumption over production in the class struggle.

The conflict over production and consumption as organizing
principles in politics and the role of labor and consumerism for the
class struggle in particular is also evident in European experience with
food boycotts. A good example of a European way of dealing with the
tension is the 1909 margarine boycott in Sweden. The boycott is not
well-researched, but we know that a rather new civil society associa-
tion at the time, the Swedish Cooperative Union (Kooperativa för-
bundet, KF), which established cooperative grocery stores catering to
working-class family needs, called a boycott of two of the largest pro-
ducers in a margarine cartel. It called this boycott because the cartel
had decided to discontinue giving the KF a rebate on margarine that
they gave to private wholesalers. Private wholesales had complained
about the KF’s use of the rebate to lower margarine prices in its
stores. All cartel members decided to stop selling their margarine
to the Cooperative Union. What makes this example more European
than American is the way the KF dealt with the situation. At the same
time that it called on consumers to boycott margarine, it bought a
margarine factory and began selling its own margarine brand in its
stores. It had managed to raise money for the loan to buy the factory
through contributions from its local units, individual citizens, and
other sources. This move and also changes in Swedish trade policy
forced the margarine cartel to reform its policy. Once it began to 
sell margarine to the cooperative again, the KF sold its factory and
called off the boycott.20 The “margarine struggle” (margarinstriden),
as this incident is called in history books, is interesting because it
shows that a European umbrella consumer cooperative opted to solve
its problem by choosing a production over a consumption solution.
Rather than concentrating on mobilizing consumers in a national
boycott and using the market as an arena for the struggle for lower
margarine prices and a fight against food cartels, the consumer
organization purchased a factory and became a producer.

The limited and scattered information available on food boycotts in
European history shows both differences and similarities between
American and European use of political consumerist tools in the strug-
gle for change. One important difference involves the organization of
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political struggles. Europeans have tended to view the boycott
weapon as a political tool that is more difficult to control and there-
fore less appealing than other more organized forms of struggle.21

A second difference is that government has played a more important
role in the political consumerist struggles in Europe. An interesting
similarity is that food boycotts in Europe also mobilized individual
citizens and involved women. Networks were also created but they
were organized differently than the ones discussed above.

For instance, a network of well-to-do Swedish women was founded
in 1914 to offer consumer education to less fortunate citizens. To
accomplish this, it applied for and received government funding for
some of its activities.22 At about the same time that this network was
in operation a spontaneous and disorderly working-class food protest
movement emerged in Stockholm. This food boycott movement 
worried the KF, which had become part of the political establishment.
It disliked the protest group and its tactics. The KF also saw it as a
competitor. Even the social democratic party in Stockholm was skep-
tical about this renegade group but decided to tolerate it given the
mood of the country. The social democrats were pleased that citizens
took matters in their own hands by using the market as an arena for
politics, and they even stole some of the group’s ideas. But the party
also believed that the best strategy for promoting the interests of con-
sumers was for them to organize in one, united political home, the
KF. Food prices and food supply were an agenda item in politics 
during these years. But this did not stop all spontaneous protests 
of women wanting to feed their families a nourishing meal. Many
working-class women took to the streets when potatoes, a staple of
the Swedish people, were in low supply. The police were called in
when their desperate search from store to store for potatoes turned
violent. These “hunger uprisings” by women in the early years of the
1900s politicized food products. Women used the market as an arena
for politics and their activism is considered part of the working-class
struggle for social justice and equality.23

Another example that shows the difference between the European
and American approach to the politics of products is the “ideological
experiment” (det ideologiska försöket).24 It was an organized attempt
by parts of the Swedish social democratic movement to give con-
sumption as high an ideological priority as production. The target
group was women as homemakers. The social democrats behind the
attempt believed that “[i]t is, of course, housewives that decide which
goods in the country should be sold and which should not be uti-
lized. In this way, housewives become consumer leaders—and in
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some ways even production leaders.”25 The idea was for women 
consumers with their everyday knowledge about homemaking to
adapt production to the needs of their families. Together with their
working husbands, they would gain control over the means of pro-
duction. An old KF slogan, “power of the food basket” (korgens
makt), was used here. The movement taught women about good
taste as consumers and sound home economics. They learned that
good taste was based on functional choice and bourgeois (middle
class, nonsocialist) taste was bad taste.26 The experiment was not long
lasting, and it failed because it put emphasis on consumption and
women rather than on production and men.

Established political actors in Europe have been skeptical about the
use of the market by women as an arena for politics. An example from
1972 is telling. This account given here is based on newspaper reports
of that period as scholarly research is nonexistent. This spectacular
event produced about 100 articles in the daily newspapers. What hap-
pened was that women from the Stockholm suburb of Skärholmen
organized a food revolt, which the media labeled “Skärholmen
Housewives” (Skärholmsfruarna). They called a weeklong boycott
against what they considered the unjust price of milk and meat. The
boycott mobilized many supporters and spread all over Sweden. It
ended in a protest demonstration that attracted 6,000 participants in
Stockholm. Newspapers reported that retailers and dairies noted a
dramatic decrease in milk sales during the boycott. This was the first
widespread food demonstration in Sweden since World War I. That
women—or protesting ladies (protestdamerna) as one journalist
called them—politicized food prices in this fashion was duly noted by
the media and politicians. “Housewives’ Milk War Becomes a Political
Threat” was one telling newspaper headline.27 Parliament addressed
the group’s concerns; Prime Minister Olof Palme called them to a
meeting to discuss high food prices, and a popular political issues 
program on national television (Kvällsöppet) invited the women to
debate food prices with Kjell-Olof Feldt (Minister of Trade) and
supermarket chain representatives. Not all participants in the tele-
vision show considered the points raised by the women as well-
informed and relevant. The Minister of Trade was criticized later for
telling the women that they were ridiculous and not worth listening
to.28 Yet their demands fell well in line with popular discontent over
high food prices. Shortly thereafter Parliament passed a bill to subsi-
dize milk to lower its price. Some public reactions to the events
showed a rather negative view of women as political activists and
ridiculed the tactics that they chose to use in their struggle. Yet the
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group fits in well with the wave of extra-parliamentary protest activ-
ity by loose networks and new social movement outside established
political homes that characterized Sweden in these years. The politi-
cal establishment’s reaction is also typical of its time. It viewed all new
women’s and youth’s groups with skepticism and considered their
interpretation of justice and fairness as out of line with conventional
Swedish thinking on these matters.29

European responses have five general characteristics: production-
orientation; organized or group collective action; established civil
society associations’ attempts to capture and monopolize the con-
sumer interest; strong role of the state; and dominance of male val-
ues. These characteristics seem to apply to other forms of European
political consumerism as well.30 More systematic research is needed to
establish the political and cultural differences between the United
States and Europe but it seems quite probable on the basis of the 
discussion in this chapter that emphasis on production is the most
important explanation for the different historical developments
in Europe and the United States. The general impression is that
European skepticism of political consumerist boycotts is explained by
the historically stronger European socialist workers’ movement that
could successfully use production as the focus for the political strug-
gle. The situation was quite different in the United States. Political
consumerism, and particularly boycotts, which have formed part of
American political identity, have been seen as “a principal means of
political communication since the birth of the Republic”31 and have
offered the labor movement a way of working with their issues in 
situations where employers and government have opposed them.
Because the socialist workers’ movement was never strong in the
United States, labor unions were forced to use consumption as an
effective method for their political struggle.

For Europeans, consumption has generally been viewed as second-
ary to production as a focus for political change and the promotion
of political and civil virtues. Consumption has traditionally been con-
ceived as the simple satisfaction of basic human needs. Focusing on it
has not until quite recently been seen as a way to solve societal prob-
lems. Nor did most European states considered it as an organizing
tool. In earlier decades of the 1900s, many socialist leaders even
believed that more focus on consumer issues would give workers
bourgeois values and thereby weaken class-consciousness and class
identity. Prominent social democrats in Sweden for instance initially
opposed the cooperative movement for just this reason. Like their
American counterparts, these men also feared that consumerism
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would politicize the home and empower women in the wrong 
way—that is, it would help them develop into independent citizens.
Significant parts of the consumers’ cooperative movement in
Sweden and other European countries also held this view. Some lead-
ing Swedish social democrats had, however, a different opinion.
They agreed with their American counterparts that consumer power
could play an important role in the movement and could ease the
class tensions in society.32 However, they differed from their
American counterparts who saw production as necessary for con-
sumption and consumption as the goal of all economic activity. The
labor movement in Europe was far stronger and could use labor
strikes, collective bargaining, and corporatist collaboration with the
state to pressure for more labor rights. For American trade unionists,
the union movement needed consumerism to reach its goals.33 It
could not rely on strong socialist parties or on government for help.

Two other explanations for the different historical experiences give
an indication of the methodical, organized nature of European polit-
ical culture. The case of Sweden is illustrative. Collective action that
was not channeled through established civil society associations, as in
the case of the spontaneous uprisings in Stockholm and its suburb
Skärholmen in the 1970s, have been viewed with suspicion because,
like boycotts, it was potentially uncontrollable. Thus, for organized
action to be viewed as legitimate, at least in the past, it needed to be
conducted in a highly structured, organization-oriented way, and
channeled through such established political homes as interest organ-
izations and long-term social movements. Members became social-
ized and disciplined followers of these political homes. Until quite
recently, more individualized collective action has been viewed with
skepticism and even considered as unwanted and unnecessary extra-
parliamentary activity. It was unwanted because it disrupts represen-
tative democratic structures and routines and unnecessary because
encompassing associations as the trade unions and the consumers’
cooperative have generally believed that it is their responsibility to
represent the interests of consumers. Their handling of the issue has,
however, been influenced by the interests of production, suppliers,
and male workers. Over the years Europe has become a consumer-
oriented society. This transformation is influencing all spheres of life,
and it is a change that is leading to a reevaluation of the role of 
consumption in economic, societal, and political development. A
question worth pondering is why Europe is now more open to the
use of labeling schemes than the United States. Perhaps the impact of
globalization on Europe is the key to the answer.
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Early “No Sweat” Labeling Scheme

Political consumerism as a form of citizen engagement in politics
involves more than boycotts. Although boycotts have dominated 
in the past, there are a few examples in the history of institutions that
have been created for positive political consumerism (so-called
buycotts) that encourage people to purchase goods following an
established set of criteria. A particularly interesting early example is 
a labeling scheme called the White Label Campaign (1898–1919). 
It was organized by the National Consumers’ League in the United
States.34 The campaign shows a number of interesting similarities
with later-day successful labeling schemes and will, therefore, be
discussed in some detail.

Florence Kelley, general secretary of the National Consumers’
League, was an innovative political entrepreneur. She wanted to
renew the organization by giving it a new mission. To accomplish
this, she developed the White Label scheme. Today we would call it a
fair trade (no sweat, non-sweatshop) label. Its success depended on
mobilizing smart shoppers, targeting a mass product for labeling,
establishing viable labeling criteria, and identifying manufacturers
willing to allow themselves to be evaluated by the criteria. The tar-
geted group of smart shoppers was middle-class women, a choice
motivated by their economic means to pick and choose among
product brands. Kelley decided it best to focus on a few manufactured
products nationwide. (The other option was a narrow geographic
scope and a large number of target goods.) The chosen product was
women’s and children’s machine-made white, cotton underwear, a
product purchased in great numbers particularly by middle-class
women. The market was competitive, and there were few manufac-
turers worthy of the label so it was possible for women to make 
a smart choice from the start. Qualifying for the label demanded
transparency and what we may call certification of manufacturers.
They were required to obey state factory laws, make all their goods 
at the factory location (no home work), regulate working hours so
that no one had to work overtime, and refuse to employ children
under the age of sixteen.35 With the criteria in place and the target
groups of consumers and producers identified, Kelley began to 
mobilize support nationwide for the campaign and to establish local
League chapters to participate in the labeling movement. She kept 
in touch with the different chapters and the headquarters through 
the information communication technology of the time: she sent 
letters.
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The White Label Campaign is an example of a positive political 
consumerist, market-based activity with roots in an established
civil society organization. It is a positive political consumerist activity
because it encouraged people to purchase certain products: a buycott.
It is market-based because rather than lobbying government to
regulate the manufacturing sector more or enforce its present policy
more stringently, the campaign asked the consumer to choose White
Label goods to promote certain manufacturers and to encourage
others to improve their labor policies or go out of business. It also
illustrates governance and, as such, represents an early example of
new regulatory policy or soft laws as discussed in chapter 1. Govern-
ment’s role was restricted to the factory legislation it had passed,
which formed some of the criteria for labeling. Other criteria used by
the campaign represented the concerns prevalent in the early years of
industrial society. Manufacturers were not only encouraged to follow
state ordinances but to adopt more progressive labor policies than
demanded by law, that is, “beyond compliance” policies. The label
was effective. It changed factory workplace conditions and improved
the situation of workers. Over time, the label outlived its usefulness.
One problem for its creators was that certified manufacturers used it
as an argument against unionization, which illustrates how political
consumerism can conflict with other struggles for citizen rights, in
this case the right to join unions.

Like boycott actions, the labeling campaign also showed that
women could be involved politically through their consumer choices.
It informed them about the politics of products. Kelley was well aware
of the potential for citizen influence inherent in consumerism. She said:
“No one except the direct employer is so responsible for the fate of
these children as the purchasers who buy the product of their toil.”36

The campaign also gave women access to the political community. It
gave them an arena for political action, and their purchasing choices
became a tool to exercise moral and political power in a time when men
dominated formal civil society and government settings.37

Use of Political Consumerism by
Labor Unions

Trade unions in different countries have used political consumerist
tools in labor struggles. Some unions, as those in the United States,
used boycotts to unionize the workplace. Others called boycotts as
part of the larger workers’ movement struggle. Union participation in
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international boycotts is an example here. Unions have also employed
positive consumerist tools. They have encouraged their members and
others to buy goods manufactured by unions (“buy the union
label”38) and to shop at union or workers’ movement stores. In more
recent years, unions have focused on how and where they invest their
capital and have, therefore, become involved with socially responsible
investing, a topic of chapter 3. Capital may be in the form of money
accumulated by the unions and invested in the stock market or may
concern how money for pensions is invested in funds. This section
illustrates the role that political consumerism has played in the history
of the union movement in the United States. The focus is the
American case because it is richer in examples than Europe. European
unions have also been involved in boycotts but most of them seem to
have an international orientation, as discussed later in this chapter.

Union activists in American history perceived boycotts to be as
important as striking and picketing. Both had the same goal—just
treatment of workers. In cases where labor laws made it impossible to
strike, boycotts were called instead. Government and industry could
not prohibit individual citizens from choosing what to purchase at the
marketplace, though they could and did at times prohibit organized
labor’s use of “we don’t patronize” and “unfair to labor” consumer
guides.39 Boycotts also gave women a public space in trade union
activities. It was important that they, as homemakers and union mem-
ber wives, understood union goals and applied them in their everyday
shopping activities.

An interesting example of this that has been studied in some detail
comes from Seattle, Washington. In the 1920s, the unions encour-
aged men and women of the working class to come together as 
consumers. Unions created their own businesses and asked their
members and members’ wives to patronize them. In doing so they
began to erase the clear boundary between the public spheres of 
politics and work on the one hand and the private sphere of family
and home life and private economic considerations on the other
hand. A historian who has studied unionism in Seattle draws the con-
clusion that once the unions “chose to politicize consumption, they
also sought to change the way housewives performed their unwaged
labors of consumption.”40 The class struggle was, therefore, fought
on two fronts—production and consumption.

At times, boycotting was the preferred tool of the American labor
movement. The reason was weak support for the unions in the
community and among workers. Frequently workers lacked the skills,
knowledge, discipline, and experience needed for successful strikes,
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and their unions lacked the necessary economic resources and
organizational tools to make strikes successful. Lack of resources
meant that it was very easy for employers to replace striking workers
with others desperately in need of work. The history of the farm
workers’ movement in the United States is illustrative.

Several unsuccessful attempts had been made to unionize American
farm laborers. Not only were the political establishment and laws
working against them, it was difficult to use the strike weapon because
it was almost impossible to create a sense of workers’ identity and 
solidarity among migrant farm laborers. The unions also lacked the
necessary economic resources to provide for a proper strike fund for
their members. Boycotting was, thus, one of the few available options.
We see the influence of Mahatma Gandhi and nonviolent political
action in the attempts in the 1960s to improve the working conditions
of farm laborers. César Chavez, leader of the United Farm Workers’
Movement and boycott organizer, conducted a number of political
fasts when the boycott was called to create a public spectacle to under-
score what he and his movement considered the unjust treatment of
farm laborers. His fast and nonviolent political movement received con-
siderable mass media attention and the support of such influential polit-
ical leaders as Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy. At first other
trade unionists viewed the boycott with skepticism, but they soon
changed their minds when they saw that it became the most important
tool for the farm workers’ movement.41 The boycott spread to other
parts of the world. Networks were set up in many different countries to
protest the treatment of Hispanic farm laborers in California. The boy-
cott symbolized more than unionization. It became a struggle for
human rights, workers’ rights, social justice, and ethnic pride.

At first the boycott organizers pleaded with the American public
to follow their boycott call by appealing to citizens’ public virtues.
They asked consumers not to buy certain brands of grapes to show
solidarity with the farm labor cause. This strategy was not all that
successful. What is worth noting is that the boycott really began to
have an impact in the United States when the union decided to give
its struggle an everyday consumer focus. The union informed con-
sumers that the pesticides used on grapes were hazardous to their
own and their families’ personal health.42 Their outrage over how
growers viewed consumers and about the risks involved with eating
grapes spilled over into a public concern about how growers treated
farm laborers. Thus, once the union changed its strategy and began using
the private virtue tradition of political consumerism, it found that
more consumers were willing to boycott grapes. This is an example
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of how private concerns can create virtues that are more public in
orientation. Politicization of table grapes proved successful. It
showed the world that farm labor concerned everyone—not just
individual pickers and their families but all people who enjoyed eat-
ing grapes. The text of a boycott poster used at the time illustrates
the politics of grapes well: “Every California grape you buy helps
keep this child hungry.”43

Boycotting for Civil Rights

Civil rights imply equality regardless of people’s religious beliefs, group
associations, ethnicity, gender, sexual persuasion, and political views.
Frequently a list of civil rights is included in national constitutions. The
problem for many groups is that these constitutionally protected rights
may not apply to all spheres in society and may not be fully realized in
the political system. Consumer boycotts have been used in different
countries to focus attention on the violation of civil rights in different
spheres and particularly to put pressure on private corporations to treat
all groups equally and with respect. Boycotts called by unions to force
companies to allow their employees to use their civil right of freedom
of organization—unionization—as well as those called by humanitarian
associations to improve the human rights of particular groups have been
rather frequent and are still in use. Today it is common for marginalized
groups to use boycotts to improve their political, economic, and social
standing. Boycotts have been and continue to be an important part of
many transnational advocacy groups that work to improve the labor,
human, and citizen rights of people in distanced countries.44 Boycotts
put pressure on institutions and call public attention to their cause.

In this section, I draw on a few examples of the use of consumer
boycotts in the African American civil rights struggle to illustrate the
importance of political consumerism in this field. The choice of the
American civil rights struggle does not imply that other countries
and groups have not used political consumerist action. Women,
gay people, Native Americans, Mexican Americans, and other ethnic
groups in the United States have used the boycott tactic to improve
their standing in society.45 My choice of the American civil rights
movement is based on the fact that American researchers have focused
more on it than on other cases. There is, thus, more scholarship
available for interpretation through my political consumerist lens.

Consumer boycotts for civil rights are often part of nonviolent
action. They have been combined with political fasts and civil disobe-
dience. Boycotting for civil rights by African Americans was highly
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influenced by the Indian struggle for independence. Many influential
civil rights leaders, among them Martin Luther King, were inspired
by the Gandhian movement discussed earlier in this chapter. These
civil rights leaders found a number of similarities in the Indian
and African American struggle. Economic dependence and eco-
nomic enslavement are two of them. African Americans began to
teach themselves how to use nonviolent tools in their struggle for
desegregation and integration in American society.

Many bus boycotts occurred in the 1950s, but the one in
Montgomery in 1955 is most famous. Rosa Parks, a politically aware
woman, started it by refusing to accept that the money she paid for a
bus ticket did not entitle her to sit anywhere she wanted on the city
bus. She was arrested because she refused the bus driver’s request to
give her seat to a white person. A leader in the Montgomery African
American community found her arrest to be a good test case to 
challenge segregation in court, as litigation had for years been the
preferred political tactic of the community. But even before her arrest
and its politicization, a women’s political group in Montgomery had
begun to discuss the possibilities of using a boycott as a means of
resistance, and they considered the city’s bus system a good target.
Buses were a good target for two reasons. Many African American
people took the bus but were not really dependent on them as their
destinations were within walking distances. Their frequent use of
buses (reason one) and their ability to get around without them 
(reason two) were two critical prerequisites for making the boycott
successful. People could follow the boycott and express their dis-
satisfaction with segregation without having to sacrifice themselves 
to a great extent for the cause. Thus, boycott involvement was
individualized collective action with a rather low threshold.

With these prerequisites in mind, church leaders in the African
American community decided to support the Montgomery bus boy-
cott. Churches were used as meeting areas where the boycott could
safely be publicized. Boycott organizers printed about 37,000 flyers
for distribution; the women’s political group used the telephone to
mobilize supporters, and information on the boycott was leaked to
the main local newspaper. Here we also see cleverness in boycott
organizational strategy, another reason for its success. Before the boy-
cott was officially called, its organizers had already sounded out
potential supporters. They found that the response from the African
American community was overwhelmingly in favor of the boycott
and, therefore, worth calling. Martin Luther King was appointed its
leader.
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The boycott gave the antidiscrimination movement a new focus.
Churches became an important force in the struggle. They were
resourceful institutions in the African American community, an
important arena for social contacts, source of social capital, and less
harassed by white supremacists than the community’s political organ-
izations. Also, the boycott legitimized direct action as a political tool
and the market as an arena for political action. The traditional tool
that had been used by the civil rights movement was legal action,
which explained the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People’s (NAACP) reliance on lawyers and court proceedings.
The bus boycott showed that direct action and market-based actions
could be just as or more effective than court challenges for desegre-
gating America and improving the standing of African Americans.
Moreover, boycotts involved citizens at the grassroots level. Boycott
organizers demanded that individual citizens assume responsibility
for their own and their group’s well-being. This responsibility-taking
required courage, a degree of self-sacrifice, group solidarity, and even
patience on their part; virtues discussed again in chapter 5. The year-
long boycott tested and empowered African Americans. It gave them
racial pride. As King put it, they were more willing to walk in dignity
than ride in humiliation. The boycott ended when the U.S. Supreme
Court declared local laws requiring segregation on buses to be
unconstitutional. The bus boycott was effective. It changed munici-
pal policymaking and set an example for both African Americans over
the entire United States as well as for marginalized peoples globally.
King declared that the decision was a victory for justice and democ-
racy.46 The boycott proved that market-based action could play a
crucial role in breaking the cycle of history.

What is particularly interesting for this book is the role that women
played in the boycott. A woman instigated the Montgomery bus boy-
cott, and many other women mobilized support for it. White women
also helped the boycott because they began to drive their African
American housekeepers to and from work. In doing so they went
against a proclamation issued by the city major to fire all African
American domestic workers. Boycotting as a tactic was well-suited for
African American women, and research shows that women have
played an influential role in African American political consumerist
actions and, therefore, for the civil rights struggle. For instance,
African American women initiated many of the early efforts later 
categorized as part of the “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work” 
campaigns. These women were often politically active, well-known in
their community, and economically resourceful. They formed the
African American middle class. An example of their use of political
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consumerism comes from Harlem. In the 1930s a group of “serious
and determined women” from the Harlem Housewives League
decided that chain stores in their neighborhood should use a racial
quota for hiring employees. The idea was for African Americans to be
hired in proportion to the amount of money they spent in the stores.
The group mobilized women to boycott the local branches when they
refused to implement the quota policy.47

African Americans have used the boycott tool frequently. They have
boycotted to change segregation policy, as in the bus boycotts and their
precursors the streetcar boycotts of the early 1900s, and to open up
employment opportunities. Some boycotts started by the African
American community even show similarities with the Indian and
American revolutionary struggle. Their basic goal was to create a sepa-
rate and independent economy for black America. The groups support-
ing them were black nationalists and they, at times, found themselves in
disagreement with the “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work” boycotts.
These latter boycotts did not necessarily support African American busi-
nesspersons or an independent black economy. Their goal was African
American employment in the community and integration into the
workforce. Frequently the groups targeted chain stores owned and
managed by white people and, when effective as they often were, the
group encouraged African Americans to spend their money in them. At
times this meant that the chain stores owned by whites were patronized
more than those owned by African American.48 People going in and 
out of these stores were carefully monitored and African Americans 
violating the boycotts were harshly criticized. Vandalism was also pres-
ent in these early boycotts, which show that boycotting is not neces-
sarily and always a nonviolent act. Obstructionist tactics like blocking
telephone lines were also frequently employed.49

Boycotts continue to play a role in the African American struggle
for civil rights and equality. Some of them such as boycotts of stores
run by Koreans in African American ghettos can still become vio-
lent.50 Other boycotts call on people across the American nation.
Two examples are the NAACP tourist boycott of the state of South
Carolina for flying the confederate flag over public buildings and the
joint NAACP and AFL-CIO boycott of Crown Oil for its gender and
race policies.51

International Boycotts and 
Economic Sanctions

For many years, political consumerism has been used to condemn the
behavior of institutional actors in other countries, to gain publicity
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for the plight of foreign peoples, and to reinforce global perceptions
of morality. Consumer boycotts and economic sanctions are a way for
citizens to show moral outrage beyond state borders. They have
for centuries been part of the strategy of international activism, as
shown in the anti-slavery movement mentioned earlier and in the
examples that follow. The League of Nations was overly optimistic
when it hoped that boycotts and international economic sanctions
would be an effective alternative to war; or perhaps it was exercising
foresight in suggesting this idea by foreseeing such developments as
economic globalization, postmodernization, governance, information
communication technology, and the establishment of labeling
schemes as new regulatory tools.

It is often difficult to discern the effect of international boycotts
and economic sanctions on the political affairs of other countries. And
like their domestic counterparts discussed earlier in this chapter, inter-
national boycotts and economic sanctions only work when a number
of situational characteristics are in place, among them is the ability of
boycott organizers to frame causes as influenced by consumer
choices, mobilize consumers to participate, and if possible isolate
a target that can be influenced to change its policies because of a
boycott threat or action.52

Yet regardless of the potential effectiveness or ineffectiveness of
international boycotts, they seem to be growing in number. A scholar
of the American situation estimates that international boycotts are
the category of boycotts with the most growth in recent years in the
United States.53 Boycotts allow concerned citizens to express their
sense of urgent outrage about international affairs. Citizens turn to
boycotts when they consider other options as hopeless. This is cur-
rently illustrated in arguments for an academic boycott of Israel that
has begun in many countries and the divestment in Israel stocks
movement on American university campuses.54 Thus, we see a simi-
larity between international and domestic boycotts. They are often
used by groups of citizens who believe that they must use other forms
to influence politics and therefore feel frustrated, marginalized,
and �or shut out of participation in conventional means of exercising
influencing in politics.

International boycotts focus on foreign governments and trans-
boundary corporate actors. Globally they call for people, particularly
consumers in the more affluent Western world, to resist purchas-
ing certain targeted goods as a way of either influencing transna-
tional corporate enterprises or government policy. When they ask
consumers to boycott goods produced by private corporations within
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a particular country as a means of influencing government policy 
they are participating in what we may call international market-based
pressure group politics. Boycott organizers and citizens who boycott
goods in this fashion view their consumer choice as a way of voicing
their political concerns to foreign governments via the marketplace.
This means that they view businesses as representative channels that
have the capability of carrying citizen messages to their political 
system. They function similar to political parties and interest groups.
International boycotts target governments and may involve one or
more countries that agree to cease all cooperation with a particular
country. At times international government or supranational organi-
zations, such as the United Nations and European Union, are
involved in them. It may also be the case that a “boycott war” is
declared, which means that the boycott is directed at two or more
countries.

As the main theme of this book is political consumerism as citizen
engagement in politics and responsibility-taking for their own well-
being and that of others, this section will now highlight the role that
citizens play in a few well-known international political consumerist
activities. We begin with the well-known international consumer boy-
cott of a private corporation involving the food manufacturer Nestlé.
The boycott is an excellent example of how problematic the politics
of a product can become for a multinational company. It also shows
the limitations of boycotting as a new regulatory tool. The boycott of
Nestlé is discussed in some detail. Then I examine one aspect of the
South African boycott to discuss the problems involved with a boy-
cott that is long lasting and requires self-sacrifice on the part of busi-
ness and consumers alike. The section also mentions the role of
citizens and civil society associations in other international boycotts.

The general boycott of Nestlé (1974–84) was called because the
corporation manufactured baby milk substitutes or infant formula, a
substitute for breast milk used commonly in the Western world and
which Nestlé as well as other companies marketed in Africa and Asia.
It was well-known in medical circles that giving small babies this
product was the reason for increased levels in infant mortality in
Africa and Asia. Since the 1930s medical doctors had warned against
the use of infant formula in developing countries. Infant formula
powder needs to be mixed with water, and since clean water is scarce
proper preparation is difficult in certain countries. Various groups had
brought the issue to the United Nation. Infant formula companies,
including Nestlé, were aware of these medical results but continued
to sponsor maternity units and encourage women to use infant 
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formula rather than breastfeed their children. They even went out
into the communities to market their products in what today would
be considered rather unethical ways.55

Nestlé was a particularly good target for the boycott because it was
the largest multinational company that manufactured infant formula.
It was a well-known company that promoted itself as oriented toward
family values and quality goods and had even been very successful
with its trademark and logotype. It had high visibility in the market and
was vulnerable to consumer pressure and a boycott because it was easy
for consumers to identify Nestlé products in their supermarkets and
decided not to buy them. Like the Nike case discussed in chapter 1,
Nestlé’s success in advertising itself made it sensitive to criticism. Its
critics could successfully latch onto the company’s crafted image and
skillfully declared it to be hypocritical. Nestlé also inadvertently
helped promote the boycott because of its decision to sue the German
Arbeitsgruppe Dritte Welt (Third World Action Group) for libel for
its translation of a report called The Baby Killer into German with the
title Nestlé totet Babys (Nestlé kills babies), which was given consider-
able media publicity. The judge who heard the case ruled in Nestlé’s
favor but cautioned the company about the marketing tactics it used
in developing countries.

The public attention given to the court case together with the
moral credibility of the cause due to the involvement of many church
groups encouraged other groups to participate. There was sufficient
support to call a boycott. A group that monitors church investments
in the United States decided to found the Infant Formula Action
Coalition (INFACT), which called a boycott of all Nestlé products in
1974. Many churches, nuns, and missionaries working in developing
countries were mobilized for the cause. Activists came from all over
the world, and then the International Baby Food Action Network
(IBFAN) was established. Together they—and many of them were
women—developed new forms of international cooperation as part of
their boycott efforts. They demanded that Nestlé stop marketing
infant formula, hiring milk nurses, passing out free samples, and using
direct advertisement in developing countries. It even called an Infant
Food Day in Minnesota (the INFACT headquarters) on April 13,
1978 that was endorsed by the Governor of Minnesota. The public-
ity it received put the issue on the American congressional agenda.
These events and others pushed the issue higher up on the United
Nation’s agenda. WHO and UNICEF hosted an international meet-
ing to discuss the issue in 1979. Two years later the International
Code of Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes was adopted.56
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According to all accounts, the boycott was successful. It had the
right issue, actors, and setting for success. Organizers found a good
boycott target and a good way to frame it so that a sufficient number
of consumers worldwide could support it. Also, it was easy for con-
sumers to participate in the boycott; all they needed to do was buy
another brand name. It was difficult for Nestlé and other infant
formula manufacturers to argue against the medical evidence (the
consensual knowledge) that had accumulated over the years. The civil
society associations forming the boycott campaign were able to work
together successfully, and they had scientific knowledge, hands-on
experience, and testimonials on the effects of the use of infant formula
in developing countries as well as testimonials to convince others to
support them. Facts and everyday examples were on their side.

Two international governmental organizations, the WHO and
UNICEF, became the setting for negotiations between industry and
the transnational boycott network. A code of conduct was negotiated
among the concerned actors and finally ratified by the participating
actors. It prohibited direct advertising and promotion of infant for-
mula to mothers. The boycott was not entirely effective in terms of
changing company policy or ethics about the use of infant formula in
developing countries. Here we see the limits of boycotts as a policy
tool and the difference between successful and effective boycotts (see
chapter 3 for a discussion of the distinction between successful and
effective boycotts). Infant formula companies found loopholes in the
code and legal ways to get around it; only a few countries incorpo-
rated the code into national legislation, and no provision was made
for monitoring its implementation.57 As a consequence, the IBFAN
reinstated its boycott of Nestlé in 1988.58 The boycott has been in
place for over three decades and has fallen out of the public limelight.

The Nestlé case shows that a successful boycott can open up a win-
dow of opportunity for a policy process that includes all concerned
grassroots, governmental, corporate, and global actors. But it is only
the beginning of a long process to change the behavior and mental-
ity of a number of different and diverse policy actors and to solve
problems. Yet it can, as research on international activism on human
rights is showing, and did in the infant formulate case “break the
cycles of history” by opening up agendas and arenas for alternative
visions and information.59

The boycott of South Africa is another well-known case of interna-
tional political consumerism. Citizens in many countries showed their
moral outrage over the government policy of Apartheid by joining
campaign groups and by refusing to engage in any cooperative 

H istory of Political Consumerism 61

Michele-02.qxd  6/28/03  10:06 AM  Page 61



dealings with South Africa. Many universities participated in this effort 
by ending all contact with South African academic institutions and col-
leagues. Groups now called “transnational principled issue networks”
developed and internationalized the struggle against Apartheid.
A scholar in this field declares, “the campaign against apartheid was
ultimately able to mobilize a broader base of supporters than virtually
any other human rights campaign to date.”60 The account that follows
considers one aspect of the movement as a way of illustrating the role
that citizens and businesses played in the boycott and the kind of
commitment that is possible in boycotts that lasts for decades. There
are different reasons for focusing on Sweden’s role. First, other coun-
tries and many transnational networks have viewed Sweden as a moral
role model for others to follow, quite probably because of such states-
men as Dag Hammarskjöld, Raul Wallenberg, and Olof Palme all of
whom are well-known for their efforts for international humanitarian-
ism.61 Second, Swedes show high levels of mobilization for interna-
tional humanitarian causes.62 Third, Sweden has a dense civil society
populated by a diversity of organizations and movements with high
levels of membership and good mobilization potential.63 Fourth, the
consumer boycott was sanctioned by the Swedish state, civil society,
and received wide public support. Many of the criteria for a successful
boycott were in place in Sweden. Why did it fail?

Swedish citizens became involved in the South African struggle in
the late 1950s. The boycott of South Africa mobilized many Swedes,
was a highly politicized activity, and involved different political and
civil society actors. The International Confederation of Free Trade
Unions decided in 1959 to encourage North American and West
European trade unions to show solidarity with the plight of South
African nonwhites by boycotting South African goods. The Swedish
Trade Union Council (Landsorganisationen i Sverige, LO) actively
supported this decision and called a boycott of South African goods
for a few months in 1960. This was the first phase of the Swedish
South African boycott. Swedish criticism of Apartheid grew stronger
in the early 1960s after a number of highly violent incidents between
black political activists, the white police, and the South African gov-
ernment. The South African situation was an important issue in
the Swedish public debate in these years. Politicians, journalists, and
civil society leaders agreed that Apartheid was unjust and that Sweden
should take action to end it. Apartheid was also an item on the agenda
for the United Nations and many international nongovernmental
organizations.64
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Swedish civil society mobilized people to protest against the 
treatment of nonwhites in South Africa. The Committee for South
Africa (Svenska Sydafrikakommittén) was established in 1960 and suc-
cessfully set up local units in many cities and mobilized supporters
from different political parties and civil society associations. It was the
Swedish domestic branch of the transnational advocacy network
against South African Apartheid. What is interesting about the
Committee for South Africa is that it broke through the traditional
ideological pillars in Sweden. People with different political leanings
from the Right to the Left came together in this joint effort to rid 
the world of Apartheid. The Committee for South Africa also began
a cooperative endeavor with the umbrella organization, Sweden’s
Youth Associations’ Council (Sveriges Ungdomsorganisationers
Landsråd, SUL). The SUL presented a motion at the World
Assembly of Youth in 1962 that called for a worldwide protest action
again racial oppression in South Africa, which was passed unani-
mously. The Swedish protest action, which involved other civil soci-
ety associations, took the form of information politics, financial
contributions, and boycotts.65

The civil society associations that were involved sought to prohibit
all trade with South Africa to pressure the South African government
to end Apartheid. Their goal was to convince the Swedish govern-
ment to use economic sanctions in the form of an official boycott or
trade embargo. Rather interestingly, they saw their call for a consumer
boycott as the first step in opening up a policy window to start the
legislative process for an official government response. Consumer
support of the boycott can, therefore, be likened to an opinion poll
or referendum that would show the government that Swedes were
ready for action and dedicated to the cause. The second phase of the
consumer boycott began in 1963. Its supporters held demonstra-
tions, passed out flyers, and used their voice in local party organiza-
tions. The limited scholarly accounts on the boycott show that it
engaged many people and received considerable publicity. The public-
ity and citizen-consumer support convinced institutional consumers—
in this case several large supermarket retailers—to stop buying South
African fruit and other South African goods to sell in their stores. The
state alcohol retailer monopoly (Vin- och Spritcentralen) decided in
1965 that it would not sign new order contracts with South Africa.
This meant that no spirits from South Africa would be imported and
sold in Sweden. Also, Swedish food wholesalers decided to decrease
their import of fruit from South Africa, which meant a drop of about
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10 percent between 1963 and 1967.66 The boycott was a short-run
success. However, it was not effective because it failed to fulfil the
goal of convincing the Swedish government to pass a law imposing 
a trade embargo of South Africa.

The boycott continued on a less successful note. Its long duration
was taxing commitment and shows some of the difficulties in pro-
longed boycott activity. The Committee for South Africa and SUL
were experiencing organizational problems and were unable to
continue mobilizing consumers to boycott.67 The Swedish
Cooperative Union, the KF, discussed earlier in this chapter for its
early involvement in boycott activity, found that its decision not to
import South African fruit was having a negative effect on its cooper-
ative store chain, Konsum. Customers had stopped their boycott and
began to shop at other supermarkets to purchase the less expensive
South African fruit as well as other family food supplies. Thus, the
KF’s commitment to the boycott when other supermarket chains had
decided to discontinue their support had a negative effect both eco-
nomically and organizationally. The KF was in a moral dilemma and
had to choose between wanting to support a losing cause it believed
in politically and seeing its customers go elsewhere to shop. They
were forced to choose between money and morality.

The failure of the South African boycott in Sweden reveals many
of the traits of other unsuccessful and ineffective boycotts.68 Part of
the problem was that it did not reach its goal as mass market-based
consumer pressure for an official Swedish trade embargo. Over time
consumers began to believe that their shopping choices and the self-
sacrifice that the boycott entailed in the form of extra costs for fresh
fruit were not urgent and crucial efforts in the long-term campaign
against Apartheid. They chose money over morality and let the pub-
lic virtue tradition of political consumerism fall by the wayside. They
also wondered whether a small state like Sweden could have an impact
by instigating a trade embargo. Finally, they knew that their boycott
could not embarrass the South African political regime, which did not
care if its reputation was tarnished with accusations of racism and
unfair treatment of its nonwhite population, an important motivation
for the boycott in the first place.

Other examples also show that international boycotts alone do 
not always solve political problems. In fact, their contentious nature
can lead to the escalation of hostilities and end in boycott wars. 
The Arab boycott of Jewish goods that began the year World War II
ended is a case in point. This boycott has impacted citizens and cor-
porations greatly, increased hostilities between Arabs and Jews in the
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Middle East, and led to a Jewish boycott of Arab goods. The Arab
boycott has been called the economic war against the Jews.69 It began
in 1945 when the League of Arab States asked everyone to stop buy-
ing goods produced by Palestinian Jews because they promoted
Zionist political aims.70 Technically speaking, the boycott was against
Zionists not Israel or Jewish people. But it was not easy to uphold this
distinction in the heated political environment of the postwar period.
In 1952 the boycott was extended to foreign companies doing busi-
ness in Israel. The number of blacklisted companies grew over the
years and by 1970 around 1,500 American companies were on the
list. Many companies fearing retaliation from the oil-producing Arab
countries decided to play it safe, and disassociated themselves with
Israeli and Israeli-connected companies. One of the side effects of 
the boycott was the general discrimination of Jews as workers and
businesspeople. Companies feared that a Jewish presence would jeop-
ardize their dealings with Arab countries and decided to keep a 
low profile in the political dispute over human rights and Palestine.71

Citizen reaction to the boycott was louder and stronger. Citizen
groups and many civil society associations in different countries fought
for anti-boycott legislation and proclaimed that the companies black-
listed by the League of Arab States should be put on their white list, a
list of companies to patronize for their support of Zionism and Israel.
Citizen groups also called counter-boycotts in which they shunned com-
panies that followed the Arab boycott. The boycott war was fought on
two levels and involved different sets of actors. On one level, a regional
governmental organization, the League of Arab states, called for a boy-
cott of what they called Zionist goods. On the everyday level of indi-
vidual consumers, Jewish sympathizers called for a boycott of goods
from companies that stopped their transactions with Zionist actors and
even encouraged boycotts of companies reluctant to invest in Israel.72

There are many other examples of international consumer boycotts
organized globally by citizens to express their moral outrage. The
international workers’ movement has participated in them on many
occasions. Radical organizations in Sweden and other European coun-
tries became members of a transnational advocacy network in the
1920s that criticized the court ruling on the socialists N. Sacco and
B. Vanzetti. They called a boycott of American goods and particularly
American films in the late 1920s as a response to the court ruling 
of guilty for charges of robbery and murder. Sacco and Venzetti 
were given the death penalty. Although many European socialists con-
sidered the verdict unjust, they had difficult in mobilizing support for
the boycott. In Sweden a demonstration in Stockholm gathered
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50,000 people and one in Gothenburg 10,000 protestors, but mobi-
lizing socialists to participate in a demonstration was different from
convincing the general public to boycott the American movies they
were so fond of seeing on a Friday or Saturday night.73 The boycott
was neither successful nor effective. Sacco and Venzetti were executed.

Another boycott that involved the international workers’ move-
ment was the international boycott against German goods in the early
1930s. Its purpose was to express moral outrage against German
treatment of its Jewish population. The AFL-CIO, the Swedish Trade
Union Council (LO), as well as other labor movements supported it.
The boycott created considerable public debate and many labor
unions felt the need to defend their involvement. Other civil society
associations also supported the boycott and in the mid-1930s an
umbrella organization, the World Non-Sectarian anti-Nazi Council to
Champion Human Rights, was formed to coordinate the activities of
the various anti-Nazi boycott groups. Many large department stores
in different countries decided to boycott German goods.74 But this
action did not stop the German government’s anti-Semitic policy.

Problematic Political Consumerism:
Dilemmas of Market-Based 

Collective Action

This chapter has shown how citizens have used the market to express
moral outrage and fight for social justice, labor rights, human rights,
and constitutional freedoms. At times boycotts have been organized
by existing institutions like social movements and civic associations.
On other occasions citizens have used existing political homes as a
platform to create local, national, and international boycott network.
It would, however, be wrong to conclude that political consumerism
always promotes good public virtues, democracy, equal treatment,
and morality. There are numerous instances where political con-
sumerism has been used in an undemocratic fashion to oppress
groups of people. This section looks at a few such examples. It illus-
trates how political consumerist actions may attract people who agree
on the action, promote the main goal of the action, but differ con-
siderably on the basic root of the problem. The exact same acts of
political consumerism may both promote the rights and interests 
of one group while at the same time oppressing those of another
group, thus resulting in conflicting messages to the targeted com-
pany, government, or the general public at large.
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Probably the best example of problematic, undemocratic, and 
discriminatory political consumerism is the boycotts against Jewish
merchants in the 1930s to promote anti-Semitism and ruin Jewish
economic society. Little has been written about these boycott move-
ments, but they started at the end of the nineteenth century. The
boycotts reinforced anti-Semitic laws that were in place in many
countries at that time and even encouraged “beyond compliance”
behavior on the part of market actors (suppliers, retailers, and indi-
vidual consumers). Groups actively declared that citizens should not
buy Jewish goods and that they should not buy from Jewish
merchants. Boycott activities were particularly intense in Germany in
the 1930s. They were also violent. Even though “Don’t Buy Jewish”
campaign movements most likely started in Germany, they existed in
many countries, including the United States, Sweden, and other
European countries. Scholars call them the cold pogrom of the inter-
war years that “undermined the livelihood of hundreds of thousands
of Jews.”75 The boycott was publicly supported by national socialist
parties in various countries and by individual consumers privately
sympathetic to the cause. The parties put up advertisements on stores
owned or operated by Jews and in daily newspapers in their attempt
to mobilize consumers to boycott Jewish merchandise. Local Swedish
newspapers carried such advertisements. One declared: “Swedish
goods should be bought by Swedes from Swedish businessmen. Do
not participate in the international Jewish big business exploitation of
Swedish workers and businesses.”76

Political consumerist efforts can involve a wide range of partici-
pants. Some supporters may be moderate in their views on the issues
involved in the boycotts. Others may have a more fundamentalist or
fringe perspective. What brings them together is the need for a polit-
ical consumerist campaign to root out problems. The “Don’t Buy
Where You Can’t Work” campaign discussed earlier in this chapter 
is a good case in point. It began as a moderate effort on the part of
primarily women’s and church groups to encourage stores through
dialogue to invest more in African American neighborhoods. The
campaign then changed its tactics to picketing and boycotting, which
engaged other more radical groups in the effort. As the campaign
evolved, it developed two contradictory branches: a Black Nationalist
group running a “Buy Black” campaign that used occasional anti-
white and anti-Semetic racist rhetoric and an integration-minded
group advocating white-collar job opportunities for African American
residents. The groups could unite on methods (boycotting) and even
on the general problem (low employment rates) but ideologically
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they differed considerably from each other. The ideological
differences—integration versus black separation and economic 
independence—created internal divisions. This internal disruption led
to disunity and weakened the campaign. Not only did the internal dis-
putes scare off and alienate potential supporters but also storekeepers
and owners were displeased by the boycott protests and pickets that
had become more confrontational and disorderly. In the end, the
campaign failed to reach its goal of higher employment because
the merchants decided to back out of agreements that they had made
with the campaign on hiring African Americans.77

Like all forms of collective action, boycotts and labeling schemes,
which are the two main political consumerist actions, can attract a
variety of supporters for different reasons of virtuous and less virtu-
ous nature. Politics, as the saying goes, makes strange bedfellows. The
long and on-going boycott of the Walt Disney Company is an excel-
lent example of the dilemmas and contradictions of market-based
political consumerist collective action. For decades the Disney
Company has been a target of criticism. In the 1960s, student, hippy,
and left-wing groups focused on its conservative and discriminatory
nature. Some of the criticism of discrimination can still be heard
today, but other issues have come into play in the boycott of Disney.
Many different groups—church groups, racial groups, and supporters
of fair trade—support this boycott. As activists before them, they
agree that Disney is an offensive company and call on citizens glob-
ally to protest it. They also agree on the means, a boycott, and have
put together an impressive home page “Disney Boycott. Your Official
Disney Boycott Site!”78 The problem is that the groups have differ-
ent and contradictory reasons for considering Disney offensive and
engaging in the boycott.

Numerous religious groups in the United States—including the
Southern Baptists, the Catholic League, Oklahoma State Church, 
and General Council of the Assemblies of God—support the Disney
boycott because it offends Christian and family values.79 A Christian
protest poster from 1999 declared “Disney funds abortion, sodomy,
violent films.”80 Disney is criticized for providing health care benefit
policies to “live-in partners of their HOMOSEXUAL EMPLOYEES”
and is therefore betraying its commitment as “a FAMILY oriented
company . . . ”81 The Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission lists
“twenty-three reasons (and counting) to be aware of the ‘Magic
Kingdom’” including Disney’s support for paganism; criticism of
Christianity; release of dubious movies from a Christian moral stand-
point, and smears on the reputation of the American founding fathers.82
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Other groups supporting the same boycott have different griev-
ances. The African American community argues that Disney is racist
in how it portrays African Americans in its productions and treats
them as employees. “Disney Pictures has yet to create animated films
featuring African-American characters other than having them por-
tray animals.”83 Criticism of Disney’s ethnic stereotyping is also heard
from Italians, who staged a protest demonstration against the film
“Mafia” in 1998, the National Hispanic Media Coalition,84 as well as
Arab groups who state:

A Disney Muslim is often an ugly, sinister, violent character of color,
something yelling “Allah” and “Death to America,” while abusing,
shooting, or taking a beating from either a Caucasian or, recently (a
more sinister twist), an Asian hero, as in Operation Condor. Enough is
Enough! Is this innocent entertainment or a high-tech defamation of
Muslims and Arabs on a global proportion . . . When was the last time
you saw a movie where the hero was an African Muslim?85

The Disney boycott is also part of the general Boycott Israel
Campaign supported by many Arab groups. What has provoked Arab
groups is a costly Disney investment entitled Walt Disney’s
Millennium Exhibition. According to Friends of Al-Aqsa, this exhibit
promotes Israeli occupation of Jerusalem and signifies that it “has
stepped into [the] political arena to promote Jewish claims over
Jerusalem.”86 A final listing on the official boycott site involves
groups concerned about fair trade and “Disney Sweatshop, Child
Labor and Union Bashing.” It claims, “ . . . the Southern Baptists are
right in boycotting Disney. But they are doing it for all THE
WRONG REASONS. If they want to boycott Disney, it should be for
Disney’s blatant exploitation of women and children who work under
sweatshop conditions through the world . . . ”87

Collective action will always have the kind of problems discussed
in this section. Its dilemma is that there is no guarantee that all 
citizen involvement always promotes democracy, public and private
virtues, equality, and justice. Political consumerism like collective
action generally can serve the purpose of expression of hostility to
outsiders.88 Yet it may be the case that market-based efforts, as rep-
resented by political consumerist boycotts discussed here, are more
problematic as forms of collection action than those directed at the
political system per se. The problem is well-phrased by a scholar of the
history of political consumerism: “Political consumerism provides an
important vehicle for community expression when blocked from
operating within traditional political frameworks. It gives voice to the
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voiceless. But precisely because it operates outside traditional politics,
it can be dangerous in that it lacks the buffers against bias, ill-
considered action, and vigilantism that such frameworks provide.”89

Political Consumerism and Democracy

This chapter’s interpretation of history through a political consumerist
lens shows that the market has been used as an arena for politics 
for centuries. Political consumerism is not a new phenomenon. The
discussed examples illustrate the linkage between shopping, morality,
ethics, and politics. Most of the time the linkage—the politics of 
products—is not readily apparent. It is latent or concealed. Citizen
concern and action is needed to bring the politics of products to the
fore. In the cases from the past, we see how citizens who lacked polit-
ical empowerment turned to the market as an arena for the expression
of their opinions and used boycotts as their means of political expres-
sion and as a political tool. At times boycotts were the only available
way for people without money, connections, suffrage, social status,
and education to show others where they stood on issues of impor-
tance to them. Consumer boycotts helped them articulate their
demands for greater justice. They have allowed these marginalized cit-
izens to publicize their grievances, put pressure on institutions to
change their policies, and develop their own sense of self-worth. In
this sense, political consumerist actions form a fundament of struggles
for democracy around the world. A view of consumer choice as false
consciousness thus misses the potential impact of consumption for the
development of the “agency of the consumer.” Consumption not only
pacifies people, it can also empower them.

We see this clearly in the revolutionary settings and civil rights
struggles discussed in this chapter. The struggles also show how polit-
ical consumerist activism can lead to ethnic, racial, and gender pride.
These actions also function as a policy tool for civil society associa-
tions, be they trade unions or churches. Humanitarian organizations
find boycotts to be a useful first step toward improving regulatory
standards in situations where legislative authority is lacking or dis-
persed among different institutional actors or on many governmental
levels. Thus, boycotts play a role in the development of democratic
accountability. The consumer-citizen campaign against Nestlé illus-
trates how boycotts can encourage institutional actors who are
involved in two- or even three-level governmental games to assume
joint responsibility for regulatory norms and structures. Citizens have
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also engaged in international boycotts that target particular states to
express their dissatisfaction with the domestic situation in that coun-
try even when their own governments have been reluctant to do so.
In this sense as shown in the South African boycott, they have found
a way to formulate a grassroots foreign policy.

Political consumer activism in the past was, most assuredly, much
more extensive and richer than it has been possible to portray in this
chapter. Indications of this are events from history, such as govern-
ment debates on the legality of boycotts in Europe, the establish-
ment of a boycott court in Norway, U.S. Supreme Court decisions
restricting unions’ use of boycotts, and the antiboycott organizations
created by private industry.90

Political consumerism has always been a controversial phenomenon.
Market-based political action is problematic and is characterized by
many of the dilemmas of collective action. The fear that shopping has
the potential to replace more established forms of political participa-
tion and turn citizens into consumers should not be taken lightly.
Recent studies show that some of the new patterns of consumerism
that developed in the American industrial society of the 1920s in fact
replaced traditional community involvement and activism in trade
unions. Older research explained this development by the pacification
thesis that views consumption as surrogate satisfaction of needs and
interests.91 Today scholars analyzing the 1920s developments are
more inclined to look elsewhere to explain this declining activity in
the political system. They find explanations in the difficulty of estab-
lished institutions in the past to adapt to newer circumstances.
Scholars of the American situation in the 1920s argue that citizens left
traditional forms of civic engagement because they felt that they
catered less to their needs and desires. Economic prosperity of the
early 1920s had changed the position of workers, and this meant 
that the workers’ movement also needed to change. In Seattle,
Washington, for instance, unions became more focused on issues of
the politics of consumption than on issues of the politics of produc-
tion. Their goal was to transform the structures of the American soci-
ety by organizing how and where people purchased goods. This
meant that they made visible both the workplace concerns of house-
wives and paid wage earners. Union-run cooperative stores were
essential for this trade union strategy. Unions also used boycotts and
labeling schemes as policy tools to shape shopping and saving habits.
The general idea was to organize the purchasing power of workers
rather than their labor power. The working class was, thus, trans-
formed into the consuming class and gender issues became part of the
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class conflict.92 An important condition for this effort was economic
prosperity, and changes in the economic setting toward the end of the
1920s made it a short-lived effort. The effort was also before its time.
But its failure raises an important question about the stability of polit-
ical consumerism as a political tool and a political solution. Is it only
successful when people have money to spare and can without
much self-sacrifice follow the public virtue tradition of political
consumerism?

The American experience of the first two decades of the twentieth
century did not go unnoticed in later years. Political actors understood
well that consumption could, if nurtured properly, play an important
role in politics. During the New Deal, consumerism was an arena for
struggles over democracy and political power. The struggle involved
the creation of a political culture of consumerism that could renew
trade unionism and develop an American version of social democracy.93

The sociologist and New Deal policymaker Robert Lynd wrote articles
for scholarly journals with eye-catching titles like “Democracy’s Third
Estate: The Consumer,” “The People as Consumers,” and “The
Consumer Becomes a ‘Problem.’”94 His basic point was that govern-
ment, business, and trade unions must consider seriously the interests
of consumers. Consumers were not objects of manipulation. Rather
the public interest should be redefined as a consumer’s interest.
Established private and public institutions needed to promote the
agency of consumers or what they called at the time “the ultimate 
consumer.” Individual citizens were not envisioned as accomplishing
this alone.95

Other New Dealers agreed that institutional backing was necessary.
They wrote about the politics of products or, in their own words, 
“. . . ‘a complete check upon industrial processes from the raw material
to the finished good and its distribution to the ultimate consumer.’ ”96

Setting up standards for positive consumerism was on the New Deal
agenda. The Director of the National Bureau of Standards at the time
considered certification plans and labeling plans as essential for the
consuming society.97 Today we would consider his ideas as weak on
accountability, transparency, and legitimacy. But they were rather 
progressive for his time. Other participants in the public debate on
how to end the “economic illiteracy” of consumers were wary of self-
labeling schemes.98 As discussed in chapter 3, we are showing interest
again in developing institutions to give consumers a new deal and to
help them sign a social contract with global business.99
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3

Contemporary Forms and

Institutions

Politics in the Global Marketplace

Today the global marketplace is an arena for political struggle. The
Battle in Seattle, as the third ministerial conference of the World Trade
Organization in 1999 has come to be called, is only one example of its
contentious nature. Humanitarian organizations are increasingly
focusing their attention on the global marketplace as an important
arena for the promotion of their causes. Governments are no longer
the sole targets for Amnesty International and the United Nations.
Citizens of different countries are also participating in growing num-
bers in marketplace activities to promote global sustainable develop-
ment. Not all contemporary political consumerist involvement is
anti-globalist in nature, and most of it occurs in a much less public
and vocal fashion than witnessed in Seattle in 1999 or at the time of
the G-8 meeting in Genoa. The only sound may be the clicking of 
a computer mouse for cyberspace access, the hum of a fax machine,
or a wallet opening to purchase goods at the neighborhood grocery
store. Contemporary political consumerism also takes on a variety 
of forms. The global marketplace is the focus of demonstrations, 
boycotts, buycotts, involvement in transnational networks, and par-
ticularly Internet information campaigns and contacts with compa-
nies. The general issues of contention are ecology, fair trade, and
human rights broadly conceived. They are reflected in political strug-
gles on a single product like coffee or for a global norm as the rights
of children.

Political consumerism is not a well-researched phenomenon but
available studies from different countries show that citizens are
increasingly becoming more concerned about the politics of products
and their involvement in political consumerist activities is growing.1
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Why is this happening? An important basic shift that explains this
increase is our growing reliance on the global marketplace for the
provision of goods. There is no other viable option for most con-
sumers. We must shop to survive. These days few of us produce our
own food and clothing. In order to live we must purchase commer-
cially produced goods. It is important that we trust the producers and
their goods because we are dependent on them. Our vulnerability is
underscored when scandals force us to question the quality of goods.
Food scares, concern about genetically manipulated organisms, and
reports on sweatshop conditions and ecological disasters caused by
manufacturing practice make it clear to us that we lack control over
production processes upon which we depend for our daily existence.
Consumption occupies a larger part of our lives and is taking on
greater economic, political, and social significance. Citizens are
demanding a voice in the marketplace.2

Another shift is globalization, which is interweaving the lives of cit-
izens in different parts of the world in new ways. We have a greater
number of products in common thanks to more cosmopolitan tastes,
multinational companies, transboundary access, and free trade. At 
the same time we find it difficult to trace the commodity chain of the
products offered to us on the global consumer market. We may not
be able to discern where the raw materials come from and where 
the product is manufactured. Frequently we do not know the land or
lands of origin of the product. Globalization has, thus, made the
commodity chain longer and less transparent.

A third important development is our desire to express our 
individuality through consumer goods. We pick and choose among
products of the same category in a way that was unimaginable in the
past. For some people, lifestyle politics means the desire to harmonize
politics and private life, with consumer choices playing an important
role here. For others, the need to express individuality in for instance
dressing in certain ways has opened up a new global market for mass
customized goods, which is leading to labor problems and problems
of sustainability in the global garment industry.3 Thus, another
important shift that explains the increase of political consumerism 
is individualization. Consumer choice is now part of the individual 
life style.

More consumer choice is leading to new forms of responsibility-
taking. For a growing number of people, particularly in the Western
world, increased wealth implies the economic means to consider
aspects other than the relationship between material quality and 
price in their marketplace transactions. Thus, their involvement with
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products concerns more than price and quality. These people politi-
cize products by asking questions about their origins and impacts.
This politicization of products represents the fourth important shift.
It is a shift in understanding of the origin of problems and the res-
ponsibility of individual consumers and citizens in problem-solving
efforts.

In its most basic expressions, political consumerism is citizen desire
to influence business. Through consumer choice, citizens express
their opinions about and attempt to exercise influence over the poli-
tics of products. In certain circumstances, political consumerism can
raise the consciousness of consumers and force producers to change
their production methods. The phenomenon of political con-
sumerism encourages us to think about business influences on world
trade, global politics, business ethics, and its consequences for
government and citizen involvement in public affairs.

This chapter discusses these issues by focusing on the forms and
institutions of contemporary political consumerism. I discuss their
scope, variety, and common characteristics. The first section compares
political consumerism with other methods of exercising influence
over the marketplace and regulating industry. The chapter then con-
tinues with a series of sections on different categories of political con-
sumerism: boycotts; labeling schemes; stewardship certification; and
socially responsible investment. Toward the end of the chapter, I offer
more general reflections on the phenomenon of political con-
sumerism. I compare older forms with new forms and consider
whether political consumerism can be understood as a new global
framework or a great transformation for the relationship between
politics and economics.

Regulating Industry and the Role of 
Political Consumerism

There are three broad and general ways to classify the regulation of
industry: whether it is (1) production- or consumption-oriented;
(2) compulsory or voluntary; and (3) older or newer in form.
Production-oriented regulatory tools focus directly on changing pro-
duction methods. This regulation may come in the form of legislation
or is incorporated in collective bargaining rounds between employers
and labor. Citizens and consumers play an indirect role. As citizens we
can vote for a political party or candidate that promises to regulate
business in a way we find satisfactory or takes action for better con-
sumer protection. Consumption-oriented tools focus on changing
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production methods through consumer choice. These tools give
people information on production methods and alternative products
for them to make informed consumer choices, which may even
include refraining from purchasing a particular good or category of
good. Consumers and citizens are more directly involved in the use
of this kind of tool. The driving force behind consumption-oriented
tools is the role that consumer choice can play in affecting business’
monetary profit and goodwill in society and the marketplace. Ideally
consumers voice their views on companies by choosing a particular
product over another one. They act in this fashion to encourage
industry to change its production methods before its profits are cut
and public image is damaged. At times, as shown in chapter 2, busi-
nesses may have difficulty in understanding the message sent by con-
sumers. Perhaps as in the Disney case, it finds the messages confusing,
contradictory, and therefore easy to sidestep. On other occasions, a
media scandal is necessary for private corporations to get the point
and act on the issue.

Compulsory ways to regulate industry, the second general cate-
gory, legally sanction violators. The so-called government “command
and control” policies and litigation are examples of a compulsory 
regulatory tool. Company violation of legislative enactments may lead
to legal sanctions in the form of fines, prohibition on continued 
production, or imprisonment. Litigation on a company’s policies and
practices may be brought to court by employees, their represen-
tatives, consumers, other companies, interest groups and social move-
ments, as well as the general public. When effective, the sued
companies must compensate the injured parties economically and
possibly discontinue their production practices. In contrast, schemes
that are voluntary encourage compliance through membership in
them or involvement in certification or labeling programs. These
schemes frequently encourage industry to apply standards that are not
required by law. They are so-called “beyond-compliance” schemes.
The final category is the age or maturity of the regulatory tool. Older
forms of regulation are those that have been in regular use and insti-
tutionalized for decades. Newer forms have a more recent origin,
which generally implies a rather immature institutional structure and
more need to create legitimacy publicly.

An old production-oriented regulatory form is politics. Legislation
is passed that creates public policy, which regulates how products are
manufactured and produced. This legislation may pertain to working
conditions, wages, ingredients used in products, environmental pol-
lution, and other matters involving the production of goods. It is
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often national in focus and thus only applies to goods produced
domestically. Governments allocate funds to public agencies to moni-
tor how well industry follows the legislated rules and regulations.
Compliance is compulsory. As discussed in chapter 1, public policy is
not always well-suited to the problems that it is mandated to solve.
Public policy may be the product of a political compromise, public
agencies may be ill-equipped to monitor industry effectively, or may be
only a partial response to a problem that is transboundary in charac-
ter. Many political consumerist, standardization, and management sys-
tem institutions discussed later have been established as a reaction to
government failure to solve problems caused by more international
industrial trade and manufacturing practices. Their founders believe
that government acts too slowly, and its policy goals are too lenient.
They may even consider government to be the wrong institution to
solve certain problems caused by industry. Transboundary problems
are difficult for separate national public bodies to target successfully.
Problem-solving may also require that citizens alter their opinions and
behavior, and it may prove difficult for government to provide the
necessary framework for this to occur.4

Another old and production-oriented tool for regulating industry is
standardization. Standards are “documented agreements containing
technical specifications or other precise criteria to be used consistently
as rules, guidelines, or definitions of characteristics, to ensure that
materials, products, processes and services are fit for their purpose.”5

They differ from public policy measures because they are voluntary in
nature and are often run by standardization organizations. These non-
governmental organizations are the children of industrial society. In
their infancy they set quality standards for industrial products. The first
standardization organization, the International Electrotechnical
Commission, was created in 1906. National standardization organiza-
tions were established shortly thereafter. Their establishment created 
a need to harmonize national standardization criteria and apply 
them globally and industry-wide. The International Organization of
Standardization (ISO) was created in 1947 for this purpose. It is a
nongovernmental organization. Membership is voluntary. Members
are national standardization organizations. Free trade, globalization,
as well as lack of national and supra-governmental action to regulate
industry have increased the importance of international standards.
Export-oriented industries have pushed for international standards to
break down national technical barriers to trade. Contemporary stan-
dardization organizations have a much more ambitious agenda than
in the past. International standards are set up to enhance product
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quality and reliability, to improve health, safety and environmental
protection, to increase compatibility and interoperability of goods
and services, and to facilitate distribution efficiency and ease of 
maintenance. Examples of internationally standardized products are
telephone and banking cards, measurements, paper sizes, and symbols
for automobile controls. The ISO has even developed environmen-
tal labeling and marketing guidelines that are quite similar to the 
eco-labels discussed later. What is interesting about these new stan-
dardization guidelines is that they are more consumption- than 
production-oriented. They have developed more as a response to
green political consumerism than industry’s need for standardization
for trade purposes.6

Management systems are a rather new way to regulate industry.
They offer internal management standards that respond to indus-
try’s need for risk management. Risks can vary greatly in kind.
Management systems are similar to standardization and political con-
sumerism because they are voluntary. Many of them follow the stan-
dards set up by the ISO. Consultants sell these systems to companies
and help in their implementation. These management systems are
production-oriented in the sense that they are implemented inside
businesses, but they differ from traditional standardization because
they do not standardize material goods. Rather they standardize work
conduct and conditions. Unlike some of the other regulatory tools
discussed in this section, they do not set substantive goals or specify
final outcomes. Instead they are process-oriented. As such, they 
represent a move toward self-reflexivity within industry. The basic
idea is to change production methods by changing industry’s men-
tality or its shared beliefs, assumptions, and values of the managers.7

Management systems can be seen as a form of corporate social
responsibility and corporate citizenship.

Three kinds of management systems are in operation now. The
most well-known and widely used are those that concern environ-
mental management systems (EMS). Two dominant schemes are ISO
14001 created by the ISO and the EU’s Environmental Management
and Audit Scheme (EMAS). The standards are not completely similar
but the EU allows its member states to adopt either one.8 The ISO
system is considered by environmentalists to be less stringent and it
poses a potential threat to more rigid national environmental stan-
dards and EMAS.9 The second kind of management system is for
global working conditions. Social Accountability International,
founded in 1997 as the American Council on Economic Priorities
Accreditation Agency (CEPAA), developed a social accountability
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management system modeled after the ISO quality control auditing
system and based on the principles of international human rights
norms as delineated in International Labor Organization (ILO)
Conventions, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, and
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It has nine core areas:
child labor; forced labor; health and safety; compensation; working
hours; discrimination; discipline; free association and collective bar-
gaining; and management systems. The process includes certification
of compliance and accreditation, which makes it similar to labeling
schemes. Companies that are certified can display the SA 8000 certi-
fication mark and use it as a selling point for consumers and share-
holders. Principles of transparency and external auditing are
applied.10 The aim of the final and newest, gender management sys-
tems, is to promote mainstream gender equality at the workplace. It
is similar to the SA 8000 and also uses the ISO as a model. EQ 2000
targets the way that company managers plan, implement, revise, and
evaluate their work with gender equality issues.11 At present it does
not certify companies.

An older form of corporate regulation is codes of conduct. Codes of
conduct are voluntary agreements that state formally the values and
practices that should govern in the marketplace. They may be short
mission statements on the part of a corporation or a sophisticated
document requiring compliance with criteria or benchmarks with the
power of enforcement. Codes of conduct can be production-oriented
when companies draw them up and apply them internally. They can
also be consumption-oriented if they are drawn up and enforced by
nongovernmental organizations. Codes of conduct received renewed
attention in the 1970s in connection with the controversy that arose
over the role of multinational enterprises and the negative social and
environmental implications of large-scale foreign investment.
International organizations developed voluntary codes of conduct to
deal with these issues. For instance, the United Nations developed 
the International Code of Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes and
the International Code of Conduct on the Distribution and Use of
Pesticides. Consumer and nongovernmental organization pressure, as
discussed earlier in the Nestlé boycott, has not led corporations to
fully abide by the standards included in these documents.

Codes of conduct are once again a primary focus. The concern
today is economic globalization and the relocation of production to
developing countries with lower social and economic standards.
Numerous codes of conduct that are global in orientation have been
drawn up by international governmental and nongovernmental
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organizations, trade unions, corporations, governments, universities,
and business associations.12 Different reasons explain the growing
interest in codes of conduct. Some codes have come about because
industry decided that self-regulation was better than anticipated gov-
ernment regulation or as a way of appeasing consumer mobilization
for independent codes of conduct. Others have been created because
of citizen-consumer pressure or competition from other companies.
Still others can find their origin in a company’s desire to improve its
public image and goodwill. At times the impetus for code creation is
a combination of all reasons.

Voluntary codes are seen as having interesting potential given the
problems presently experienced with furthering political globaliza-
tion. They can be formulated to apply across national boundaries and
government jurisdictions and, thus, avoid some of the problems
involved with the restrictions that states usually apply to regional and
international trade agreements.13 Codes of conduct are often seen as
an important complement to government regulation. However, their
use is difficult to monitor, and there are problems with how trans-
parent, fair, and open the code is when implemented.14 In particular,
environmental and humanitarian groups have been very active in
what may be called the code of conduct movement in the 1990s.
Research on codes of conduct that regulate child labor shows that the
ones which have been developed by nongovernmental organizations
tend to be more specific and those developed by business associations
the least specific.15

Political consumerism is the final general way to regulate industry.
It is similar to standardization and management systems in that it is
voluntary. A difference is political consumerism’s involvement of
many more people than most of the other mechanisms. Also, the role
of citizens and consumers is more pronounced. Political consumerism
is not a new tool, though it is used more frequently now and in ways
that are different from the past. There are several different kinds of
political consumerism. Negative political consumerism is represented
by people refusing to buy specific products and brand names. Boycott
is the common name we use for this purchasing behavior, and as dis-
cussed in chapter 2 they can be rather difficult tools to wield effec-
tively. Positive political consumerism is also called buycotts and
involves conscious attempts to encourage consumers to purchase spe-
cific brand names. Consumers learn about boycotts and buycotts
through information provided by civil society associations, cyber net-
works, media actors, informal contacts, policy institutes, and various
government bodies. Information may be published in report and
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book form (e.g., the book Shopping for a Better World published by
the Council on Economic Priorities or the Swedish book entitled in
translation Buy and Act Environmentally discussed in chapter 4), or can
be downloaded via the Internet. It can also come in the form of organ-
ized campaigns outside local places of business (e.g., supermarkets) and
through media reports. Other important sources of information are
labeling schemes, certification, and special institutions with websites
catering to consumer interests. All illustrate the more institutional
nature of the phenomenon of political consumerism. Political con-
sumerism is successful if citizen-consumers participate in it and is effec-
tive as a regulatory tool when it leads to changes, which can, as
discussed in chapter 5 and in the appendix, be defined in at least five
ways and concern words, deeds, and outcomes.16

The main difference among the regulatory devices reviewed in this
section involves the role of consumers and citizens or “citizens-
consumer,” to use an interesting term introduced earlier to under-
stand how our roles as citizens and consumers are becoming more
intertwined. Otherwise, they have quite a lot in common. Many reg-
ulatory schemes model themselves after other regulatory arrangements.
An important model for imitation is environmental labeling schemes,
which are used as a prototype for constructing social accountability
and gender management systems. Some regulatory schemes even
overlap as is the case of eco-labels, organic labels, and fair trade labels.
Labeling schemes can be embedded in standardization organizations,
and management systems can easily develop into labeling schemes.

Regulatory schemes covering the same area often compete with
each other. Competition is beneficial when it encourages the different
institutions to monitor each other and develop their criteria and mis-
sion further. Pluralism can also give business and consumers the
opportunity to choose among alternative systems. A negative aspect
of competition occurs when powerful actors decide to use a particu-
lar system to force other ones to close down or to establish their own
system with less transparency and more modest goals, as discussed in
the section on forest stewardship certification. High information costs
for individual consumers are a consequence of the existence of several
alternative systems. The presence of a variety of schemes monitoring
the same products may also confuse consumers who have difficulty
understanding the differences among them. It will be interesting to
follow the development of political consumerist labeling schemes in
the near future to see how they deal with these problems. One trend
discussed later in this chapter is the creation of umbrella organizations
that assist in coordinating the several schemes through a joint mission
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statement and harmonization of goals under the rubric of sustainable
development.

Information is crucial for all regulating tools. The sources of infor-
mation must be viewed as reliable and trustworthy regardless of
whether the information comes from politicians, civil servants, non-
governmental organizations, citizen networks, business, or consultants.
Otherwise the regulatory arrangements will lack the necessary legiti-
macy for cooperation among industry, government, civil society, and
consumers.17 Thus, essential characteristics of all regulatory tools are
cooperation and trust among regulatory actors, transparency, and
accountability. Business must open up its company doors for external
review and reveal the ingredients that go into its products. The audit-
ing institutions—public agencies, standardization organizations,
management systems, and labeling schemes—must assure business,
government, and the consuming public that the standards and crite-
ria they use for evaluation are reasonable and honest. This requires a
good measure of openness on their part as well. They must convince
all involved actors that their criteria are objective, that is, that they are
not biased in favor of a particular company and are not based on
vested interests. The same requirement applies for boycott organizers.
A boycott called on the basis of incorrect assertions, as arguably was
the case in Greenpeace’s Brent Spar boycott in 1995,18 can seriously
damage the reputation of its organizers. The issue of accountability is
also important here.

Consumer Boycotts Today

Probably the oldest kind of political consumerist activity is boycotts.
Generally their success depends on extensive grassroots support
and/or media attention given to the boycott threat and cause.19

At times boycott campaigners try to influence the purchasing behav-
ior of institutional consumers. Government procurement offices and
the purchasing practices of large nongovernmental and private organ-
izations are attractive targets for what we may here call boycott lob-
bying.20 An example of boycott lobbying is presented in chapter 4. 
All available evidence shows dramatic changes in the use of boycotts
and a marked increase in their number.21 Scholars also state that boy-
cotts are changing in character. When compared to the past, they now
focus on different kinds of issues and involve new strategies and
tactics. In particular, media-oriented boycotts are becoming more
prevalent. Boycotting has also become institutionalized and more
globalized. Newer issues revolve around sustainable development and
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a growing number of people who boycott do so for other-oriented
reasons.

As illustrated in figure 3.1 today boycotts are called to protest
industry’s involvement in human rights violations, discrimination of
minority groups, homosexuals, women, and indigenous peoples,
environmental destruction, animal rights, and unfair trading practices
with developing countries. In some of the examples in figure 3.1,
individual citizens participating in boycott actions are affected by the
injustices they seek to set right through adjustments in their pur-
chasing behavior but in a different way than in the past. They are
affected by what they consider to be the risks taken by the companies
for sustainable development. In other examples, consumers are not
affected directly by the injustices they are boycotting against. Rather,
they are protesting for other people, as in the case of the Nike or
woodchipping boycott. This is a change from the past and shows the
dominant role of the public virtue tradition of political consumerism.
Scholars call this kind of consumer civil action “lent consumer
power,” that is, “usually international, collective action involving,
through consumption, both poorer producers and workers, and
those wealthier communities which have influence over production
and trade by virtue of their vast purchasing power.”22

Although many of the boycott actions included in figure 3.1 call
on consumers and citizens to play an active role, an important differ-
ence with the past is that boycotts can be effective even if they do not
induce economic problems for the company, that is, lead to lower
profits because fewer people buy their products. Boycotts can reach
their goals through the media attention focused on them and on the
companies they target for action. Harm to corporate reputation, the
corporate logotype, expensive corporate advertising, as well as cor-
porate goodwill can be just as threatening. The reason for this is the
more vulnerable public position of companies in the transparent
media and globalized society of today.23 Finally, the examples in
figure 3.1 show that boycotting is frequently embedded in civil soci-
ety associations or nonmembership campaign networks for specific
boycott actions. Many civil society and nonprofit organizations in the
United States and Europe advertise boycotts and offer links to
other boycotts on their websites, as illustrated by the American union
AFL-CIO’s national boycott list, the network Consumers Against
Food Engineering, and CorpWatch.24 Special publications and 
boycott websites also illustrate how boycotting is becoming more
institutionalized. Examples include a website dedicated entirely to
boycotts, www.boycott.org, the American publication The National
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Figure 3.1 Examples of contemporary boycott action and network.
Sources: Information directly from the campaigns and campaign organizers. See bibliography.

Boycott name Boycott target Boycott caller/duration Stated reason for boycott

Boycott South South Carolina’s National Association for Flying of Confederate Flag on state
Carolina tourist industry the Advancement of property, which is seen as a racist

Colored People (1999–) expression

Say No To Microsoft products Moral High Grounds Microsoft’s anticompetitive practices
Monopolies (1996–)

Boycott French France via French International Peace Bureau, France’s decision to resume nuclear
Products products (wine, supported by many nongovernmental weapons’ testing

cheese) organizations (1995)

Change Your Procter & Gamble Uncaged, In Defense of Procter & Gamble’s animal testing
Brands! Blood on products Animals (1996) policies are considered cruel and lethal
Your Hands!
P&G Kills

Just Do It! Nike products Variety of networks, social Labor abuses in Nike factories
movements, interest
organizations (1997–) with
specific and diffuse boycott calls

Divest Now from University-owned University networks of Human rights abuses against
Israel stocks in companies students, staff, faculty, Palestinians by Israeli government,

with significant alumni from Harvard, MIT, continued military occupation and
operations in Israel Princeton, University of colonization of Palestinian territory by

California (2000s) Israeli armed forces and settlers
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Boycott Boycott wood Environmental groups in Logging last remaining Australian
Woodchipping products by Amcor, Australia started Boycott native forest is an environmental and

North, Boral and Woodchipping Campaign social disaster
Bunning, and other (1996)
Australian
woodchip exporters

Stop Bottle Baby All Nestlé products International Baby Food Nestlé is violating the International
Deaths—Boycott Action Network (1988-) Code of Marketing of Breastmilk
Nestlé Substitutes

Starbucks/ All Starbucks U.S. Organic Consumers Starbuck’s allowance of recombinant
Frankenbucks$ products Association Bovine Growth Hormone and other
Global Days of (Feb 23–March 2, 2002) GMO ingredients in its products
Action

Global Days of Monsanto Roundup Foundation on Economic Monsanto and Ciba-Geigy engage in
Action Ready Soybeans, Trends, Pure Food forced commercialization of unlabeled,

Ciba-Geigy Campaign, Council of untested gene-altered food products
Maximizer BT Canadians, Friends of the
Corn Earth, Pesticide Action

Network, Forum sur la
Globalisation, Women’s
Environmental Network,
and others (April 21–26,
1997)

World Bank World Bank Bonds Center for Economic Debt cancellation, end structural
Bonds Boycott Justice (2000–) adjustment programs, other

environmentally and socially
destructive World Bank policies
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Figure 3.1—cont’d.

Boycott name Boycott target Boycott caller/duration Stated reason for boycott

Give Swordfish Swordfish Seaweb, National Swordfish is targeted because it is a
A Break Resources Defense Council popular fish emblematic of the

(1998-) problems facing marine fish. An
adequate recovery measure for it will
be a model to replicate for other
depleted fish

Don’t Buy E$$O Esso/ExxonMobil Greenpeace, Friends of the Esso/Exxon deny reality of global
Corporation Earth, People & Planet warming, do not invest in alternatives

to fossil fuels, sabotaging global
environmental action
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Boycott Newsletter, and the electronic newsletter Boycott Action News
(BAN) at the website of Co-op America, a nonprofit association
founded in 1982, which among other things offers a chart of current
boycotts as well as updates on the progress and success of others.25

The embeddedness of boycotts in these institutions may be an expres-
sion of their increased legitimacy as a means of changing politics and
the market. They are an example of more individualized collective
action used by established political homes discussed in chapter 1.

What is boycotted? Boycotts are either commodity- or institution-
oriented. They can target products and services that consumers use
on a daily basis, as illustrated by swordfish in figure 3.1. Other exam-
ples taken up in this book are batteries, entertainment, and paper.
Institution-oriented boycotts involve campaigns against specific com-
panies and governments with objectionable practices or policies.26

Well-known boycotts of companies illustrated in the figure involve
Nestlé, Microsoft, Esso/Exxon, Nike, and Starbuck. A repeated
target for boycotts for a variety of reasons is Shell Oil.27

A boycott that deserves more scholarly attention is the 1995 grass-
roots global boycott targeting sensitive French economies, particu-
larly wine and cheese. It is an interesting boycott for two reasons.
First, although France’s nuclear testing in the South Pacific Ocean
was criticized and condemned by several national governments, many
European political parties and the United Nations did not officially
endorse the boycott. Second, the boycott is an example of how pri-
vate companies can be used as a liaison to government. The boycott
targeted farmers with the hope that this highly organized, vocal, and
politically influential group in France would pressure their govern-
ment to end its nuclear weapons tests. All French goods were part of
the boycott, but the decision to focus particularly on wine and cheese
was a strategic one. A number of European politicians sanctioned it
unofficially by participating in it and demonstrating publicly against
France. The International Peace Bureau mobilized its 158 member
organizations in 46 countries in its call for the boycott, which was
supported by a long list of social movements.28

Other countries or government units have also been the subjects
of boycotts. In some instances, boycotts are part of an international
economic sanction package that has been ratified by supra-national
political bodies and individual states. In other instances, organizers
have called tourist boycotts of particular countries and American
states. Turkey was boycotted in the 1970s for its insufficient human
rights policy. American states, which did not ratify the Equal Rights
Amendment, have been boycotted by women’s and professional
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organizations. Today Israel is the target of many boycotts; the one
illustrated in figure 3.1 concerns boycotting shares in companies with
investment in Israel and is an example of what can be called negative
socially responsible investing. Boycotts of countries and particular
American states target all institutions and actors within the geo-
graphic area no matter what position they take on the boycott issues.
In this sense, they are insensitive to the plight of third parties that are
affected by boycott action.29

Why boycott? Figure 3.1 shows that concerns about sustainability
are behind most contemporary consumer boycotts. People boycott
goods to express their political convictions. Boycotting is, therefore,
part of ethical purchasing behavior. Fairness and justice are its fore-
most values. Examples in this category are boycotts for human,
women’s, children’s, ethnic, racial, workers’, and gay rights. When
boycotts are a part of ethical purchasing behavior, they are often the
first step in endeavors to institutionalize political consumerist action.
As such, they are trial balloons or pilot projects to test the market for
other political consumerist actions. The origin of many labeling
schemes is in boycott actions.

Do they work as a form of political protest? Boycotts, as with all
forms of political participation, do not always reach their goals. They
may, as discussed in chapter 2, also have different and even conflict-
ing goals. Three distinct goals that need to be coordinated in suc-
cessful and effective boycott actions are (1) publicity for the boycott
cause; (2) naming, shaming, and punishing the producer; and
(3) producer compliance with the boycott demands. The examples in
figure 3.1 involve all three goals, but it should not be concluded that
they are successful and effective boycotts. Such an assertion requires
empirical study. Other boycotts may be called primarily to gain the
attention of the media, raise the consciousness of citizens and con-
sumers about the politics of products, or put the issue on the politi-
cal agenda. Still others may seek to satisfy consumer displeasure with
a company and its products and an urgent need to react in some way.

It is common to make a distinction between successful and effec-
tive boycotts. When boycotts mobilize large numbers of consumers to
participate, they are successful. A boycott is effective when it reaches
its goals. A well-organized boycott may be effective even if large num-
bers of consumers do not participate in it. Good boycott organiza-
tion, strategy, and careful choice of the good to be targeted are the
keys to effectiveness. In these cases companies may decide that it is
better to acquiesce to boycott demands than allow a boycott action
to catch the eye of the media, change consumer purchasing behavior,
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and harm the company’s public image. Most boycotts are not
fully successful or effective. Many are complete failures because they
are ill-conceived and are more similar to spontaneous, short-lived,
grassroots urgent expressions of protest than serious commitment to
a political cause. There is a political, social, psychological, and an eco-
nomic side to all phrases of boycott actions—from their preparation,
organization, targeting, launching, and calling off or folding.30

Institutions supporting boycotts like Co-op America offer guidelines
on how they should be organized. Part of a successful and effective
boycott strategy is the availability of suitable alternative products to
replace the boycotted commodity and company brands. Boycott
organizers must convince their supporters and potential supporters
that this is the case. Otherwise, a boycott may mean personal sacrifice
on the part of the consumer, which as discussed in chapter 1 in the
section on the public virtue tradition of political consumerism, may
be asking too much of individual citizens. Organizers must also con-
vince their supporters that boycotting can make a difference. Websites
offer information on the expected impact of boycotts and give exam-
ples of successful and effective ones. Boycotts vary also in duration, as
shown in figure 3.1, and it may be difficult to determine who calls
them and when they are called off.

Seals of Approval Labeling Schemes

Product labeling politicizes products by calling on producers and
consumers to look behind product brands. Many governments
require industry to label the contents of its products and in certain
cases list their land of origin. The demand is transparency from pro-
ducers so that consumers receive information to decide among alter-
native products. This is not a new phenomenon, but it seems that
product labels are increasingly important today given long commod-
ity chains due to globalized free trade and the health risks associated
with agricultural products. Use of labeling at times leads to heated
political debate because they concern power relations and control
over industry. The controversy surrounding genetically modified
organisms (GMO) in food is a current example.31 The labeling
schemes discussed in this section differ from government-decreed
labels in that they introduce voluntary and new criteria to help con-
sumers to judge industrial production. They are “beyond compli-
ance” regulation, and most are fairly recent in origin. Their
market-based character means that the actors necessary to put them
in operation differ from those present in “command and control”
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public policy regulatory control.32 Contemporary labeling schemes
cover five general and related areas: ecology; fair trade; organic foods;
forestry; and marine life. They are run by government, quasi-
governmental bodies, national civil society associations, and global
nongovernmental organizations.

Voluntary labeling schemes differ in how they politicize products.
Type III is the simplest one and only includes information on product
content on packages. Type II is developed by manufacturers them-
selves. These self-certification or self-declaration schemes allow com-
panies to highlight certain values in their products for marketing
purposes. They promote commercial transaction. There are self-
certification schemes for environmental products, healthy foods, and
forest and marine stewardship. At times industry decides to establish a
self-certification scheme to avoid pressure to voluntarily comply with
type I schemes, as in the case of forest certification discussed in a later
section. Both types II and III schemes offer citizens some information
for product choice, but they lack the kind of transparency, quality 
control, and accountability that is involved in type I schemes, which
require independent third party monitoring of products on the basis
of agreed-upon criteria.33

Type I are the most advanced labeling schemes in existence today.
They reflect newer trends in how risks should be managed in society.
Their way of managing risks is through transparent market-based
instruments that stimulate the supply and demand of alternative and
less hazardous products. They are an example of reflexive monitoring
of society, which means that both producers and consumers have
responsibility for creating sustainable lifestyles. Their purpose is to
provide consumers with shopping guidance. This is a new and differ-
ent approach to policy and represents trends toward governance,
ecological modernization, as well as active, responsible citizenship.

The labeling schemes discussed here have a number of characteris-
tics in common. Stakeholder is a key characteristic of all type I label-
ing schemes. Its use underscores the responsibility of industry, civil
society, and consumers to work together in the development of sus-
tainable consumption. The implication is that citizens can no longer
point their finger at industry as the perpetrator of badness and request
the government to take the proper disciplinary measures. Consumers
must also understand that their consumption patterns leave footprints
and are part of the problem. An important characteristic of successful
schemes is consumer and public awareness of the role that consump-
tion plays in problems of sustainability. Therefore, the schemes exert
considerable effort in informing consumers and producers about the
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negative impact of certain kinds of production and consumption and
about the advantages of labeled goods for sustainable development.
A feature increasingly common on labeling schemes’ websites is
discussion of the importance of good consumer choice and its impact
on the politics behind products. Testimonials from producers in the
South and information on market shares are used to discuss the effec-
tiveness of political consumerism as a tool of change. Market research
shows that people who do not believe that their choices are effective
are less likely to choose political consumerist products.34

Another characteristic is the role of government or nongovern-
mental organizations in sponsoring, initiating, or establishing labeling
schemes. Some schemes are run by government; others by civil soci-
ety associations or institutions created by them. They are, therefore,
embedded in established institutions that may sponsor them finan-
cially or through moral support. The schemes also have the goal to
become self-financing through money collected from companies
seeking certification. Therefore, they must be attractive to business.
Companies seeking certification do so because of strong incentives.
Consumers, employees, and institutional actors may pressure compa-
nies to certify themselves. Such information may be communicated in
boycotts or in opinion polls. Businesses may also seek certification
because of characteristics of the market. Influential incentives are cer-
tification of competitors and involvement in export-sensitive markets.
Two other reasons for certification are the profit motive (money can
be made from selling certified goods) and the image motive
(certification will payoff in goodwill).35

Certification costs money. Companies pay both for product evalu-
ation and for use of the labeling scheme’s logotype on approved
products. It is also time bound, and companies must periodically seek
recertification. Once certified, the labeling schemes indirectly market
the company’s products in their publications and on their home
pages. Their shopping guides frequently contain lists of certified
products and the names of the companies that manufacture them.

Supply and demand concerns are important to the labeling
schemes discussed here, legitimacy being the key word.36 Not only
must businesses assess them as fair and trustworthy. Consumers must
consider them as providing attractive and trustworthy shopping
guidelines. All the schemes are dependent on good consumer contact
and want to increase the consumer demand of their certified prod-
ucts. Like other market actors, they commission market researchers to
investigate consumer recognition of their labels.37 Many schemes also
publish newsletters or magazines, and all have well-developed
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websites. Labeling institutions market their services in different ways.
They take great efforts to make information transparent regarding
which actors are involved in the formulation, the adopted evaluative
criteria, and how the evaluations are done in practice. This is their way
of assuring consumers and businesses that their evaluations can be
trusted and are characterized by transparency and accountability.
They also take great care in displaying their logotypes in information
materials and in carefully monitoring attempts to misuse and
falsify them.

The term eco-labeling describes product labels that provide con-
sumers with information about the environmental quality of prod-
ucts. Environmental quality concerns the use of poisons, pollutants,
and chemicals in products. The most developed eco-labels are type I
external life-cycle evaluations of products. Eco-labeling institutions
that establish independent life cycle criteria assess the environmental
impact of the production, use, and disposal of goods. These eco-
labeling schemes include a selected area of products that are in high
consumer demand such as household chemicals, paper, and paints.
Some of the schemes as the EU-Flower have a broad array of prod-
ucts while others, the Swedish Good Environmental Choice discussed
in chapter 4, have concentrated on a more limited area of products.

About 30 type I eco-labels are in operation on four continents today.
Examples of countries with type I eco-labels are the United States
(Green Seal), Canada (TerraChoice), Germany (Blue Angel), Japan
(Ecomark), United Kingdom (which uses the EU-flower scheme),
Australia (Environmental Choice), and Sweden (see chapter 4).38

Two regional schemes exist: the EU-Flower and the Nordic Swan.
There is also a nonprofit association, Global Ecolabelling Network
(GEN), established in 1994, to coordinate, improve, and promote
national eco-labeling globally.39 In 1978, the first type I eco-label,
Blue Angel (Blau Angel), was established in Germany. It is govern-
ment-run by Germany’s Federal Environmental Agency, important
domestically, and a model for other countries.40 The symbol of the
German eco-label is made up of the United Nations environmental
logo and for this reason was nicknamed the “Blue Angel” by the 
public. Evaluation of the scheme’s effectiveness ranges from claiming 
that it is a success story about product policy and consumer behavior
to a more modest view claiming that it has impacted business and
government procurement practices and the setting of environmen-
tal standards for certain product groups.41 The different opinions 
are interesting because they reflect general views about the signifi-
cance of labeling schemes. One view considered eco-labels and all
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market-based regulation as a viable alternative to public policy; a sec-
ond view more cautiously considers them to be a supplement or com-
plement to control and command regulatory policy; and finally there
is an oppositional view supported by major multinational consumer
product manufactures based in the United States that considers them
misleading, ineffective, and a hindrance to free trade.42

The Nordic Swan was started by the Nordic Council of Ministers
in 1990 and is a public-supported eco-label. It was the world’s first
multinational, independent scheme, which is in use in Denmark,
Finland, Island, Norway, and Sweden. The EU-Flower eco-label
established in 1992 is not as well-known as the Nordic Swan label and
has been less successful in receiving support, mainly because EU
member states have been hesitant to agree on common criteria and to
give the labeling scheme complete European status,43 as such it is an
example of the debate in Europe over whether the EU should remain
a body of member-states or develop into a federation. Both regional
schemes are quite expansive in their product categories. The Nordic
Swan includes office furniture and equipment, washing machines,
paper, household chemicals, detergents, shampoo, batteries, soap,
paint, textiles, DVD players, and truck tires in its certifiable cate-
gories. It has even begun to label hotels. Since it began in 1992, the
EU-Flower has grown to include washing machines, refrigerators, 
tissue paper, dishwashers, soil improvers, bed mattresses, footwear,
textile products, laundry and dishwashing detergents, indoor paints
and varnishes, light bulbs, and portable and personal computers.44

Sweden has two unique environmental labeling schemes, which are
also members of Global Ecolabeling Network. Both were started by civil
society associations. Good Environmental Choice is the eco-labeling
scheme established by the Swedish Society for the Conservation of
Nature. It is a special scheme because of its consumer citizen-input 
and is the focus of chapter 4. TCO Development is an eco-label and 
also a certification system for “excellent workplaces,” that is, working
environment products like computers and mobile phones. It started 
as a project within the umbrella union Swedish Confederation of
Professional Employees (Tjänstemännens Centralorganisation, TCO),
which became increasingly concerned about the health effects of the
new computerized working environment for its white-collar members.
Although embedded in a member-strong union movement of over
1 million, it lacks a grassroots profile. TCO Development is highly
respected by producers and consumers and sets the global work
environmental standards for computer equipment. Its vision is the
“ ‘sustainable office’ where all employees can contribute to a good work
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environment through participation and skills, is based on sustainable
consumption and production patterns grounded in ecological,
financial, and social values.”45 Today it is a stock market company
with information centers in Chicago and Munich. Its website offers
consumers easy on-line access to work environmental information on
the computer equipment they are considering purchasing. Most 
people—and even many Swedes—do not know that the “TCO” in the
label of approval is the acronym for a large central trade union
organization.

A second kind of type I labeling scheme concerns fair trade. Fair
trade or alternative trading organizations (ATO) recognize the
important role consumers play in improving the situation for produc-
ers in developing countries. Fair trade labels encourage consumers to
support workers in developing countries by buying labeled goods that
ensure them a fair price for their labor and sustainable living. This is
the lent consumer power referred to earlier. It focuses on trade with
marginalized producers and promotes trade relations with farmers’
cooperatives and farmer-owned companies. As such it is considered to
represent “a reasonable blend of market-based economy, and social
justice and environmental interests.”46 Goods consumed on an every-
day basis are the subjects for fair trade: cocoa, coffee, tea, honey,
bananas, and textiles are the most well-known. Its supporters consider
fair trade a crucial global issue. While the consumer prices of these
goods have not risen in real terms, their production costs have increased
substantially. There are also problems with price stability. The problem
that fair trade focuses on is the wages and working conditions of the
people who grow these crops. Fair trade is the only systematic attempt
to develop an alternative international trade market in existence today.
As such, it implies criticism of the World Trade Organization for its
inability or unwillingness to create a viable framework for social and
environmental regulation of international trade.47

Fair trade is a very interesting form of political consumerism. It has
evolved and grown over the years as well as professionalized its activ-
ities. Now its network is immense. The movement is well-connected
with policy institutes, foreign aid public agencies, nongovernmental
organizations, and university institutes in industrialized nations and is
embedded in a number of international-oriented humanitarian social
movements. Fair trade can be seen as a movement in its own right. It
is reliant on voluntary citizen and consumer activity, which is mobi-
lized by campaign networks that reflect more individualized collective
action as well as traditional membership organizations. Fair trade also
gives old membership-based social movements like the Red Cross,
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Oxfam, and trade unions a new mission, and it is recreating the
traditional consumers’ movement. Some scholars and activists even
view fair trade as a better way to help developing countries to solve
their economic and democratic problems than development aid pro-
vided by government. They call it a new paradigm representing a
change in mentality because it rejects the view of poor people in the
Third World as victims and emphasizes the role that consumption
plays for their economic empowerment and well-being. Many schol-
ars argue that the fair trade movement has a real capacity to influence
mainstream business.48

The roots of the fair trade movement are from the 1950s and
1960s and the stores (now called world shops) that sold goods from
developing countries. People initially bought goods from them even
though the quality at times was inferior. They shopped to show soli-
darity with people in developing countries and, thereby, exercised the
public virtue tradition of political consumerism. In the 1960s, differ-
ent groups concentrated on making consumers aware of the relation-
ship between the price they pay for products and the money paid to
producers. Two decades later, fair trade represents an important alter-
native trading market.49 It has become serious business thanks to the
Dutch Max Havelaar Foundation.

The history of the Max Havelaar fair trade label is worth describing
because it clearly shows the politics of products and a new way of reg-
ulating industry. The name comes from the title of a book, Max
Havelaar or the Coffee Auctions of the Dutch Trading Company, written
in the 1800s by a resident of the Dutch East Indies who criticized how
Dutch coffee plantations treated their workers.50 The Max Havelaar
Label was created in the Netherlands in 1988 as a response to a plea
from Mexican coffee farmers for help. It formulated a set of criteria for
companies purchasing coffee. If they adopted the criteria they received
an independent mark or seal of approval from the Foundation. The
label gained in importance when coffee prices plummeted after the
International Coffee Organization’s coffee agreement was suspended
and no attempt was made to fill the contractual vacuum.51 Unlike
earlier alternative trade organizations, its goal was to mainstream fair
trade coffee by inviting the traditional coffee industry into cooperative
endeavors. This guaranteed the Max Havelaar label a place in neigh-
borhood supermarkets, which meant access to more consumers. Its
efforts with coffee were repeated with other products. In 1993 the first
labeled chocolate bar appeared. Five years later fair trade labeled tea 
was introduced. Criteria for other products have also been formulated,
and more are on the way. The Dutch experience shows that fair trade
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labeling is a viable market concept, and this is encouraging citizen-
consumers in other countries to establish their own associations.52

Today there are many different groups, networks, and institutions
working for and with fair trade. Some of them are labeling schemes;
others are involved with consumer awareness and mobilization. The
EU has become interested in fair trade and conducts opinion polls on
it.53 Fair trade has received the support of the European Parliament.54

The global Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International (FLO-I)
was founded in 1997 to coordinate the various national associations.
Its members, not all of which are labeling schemes, represent 17 coun-
tries; among them are the United States, France, Germany, United
Kingdom, Canada, and Japan.55 The FLO Certification Programme is
involved with inspection of producers, trade auditing, and certifica-
tion. It follows the ISO Standards for Certification Bodies (ISO 65).
FLO’s national branches certify products as well as run campaigns and
inform consumers about fair trade products and where they can buy
them. Several labeling schemes are in operation today. One of FLO’s
goals is the establishment of a single international fair trade label. This
effort has received funding from the EU. A single global label is seen
as important to provide consumers with clear information on what is
and what is not fair trade labeled goods and to facilitate cross-border
trade. Not all national labeling schemes agree that a single global 
label is necessary,56 a criticism reminiscent of the views about the
introduction of the EU-Flower.

There are other global fair trade actors. International Federation
for Alternative Trade (IFAT) was founded in 1989 and has as its
members alternative trading organizations and producer organiza-
tions in Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin and North America, and the
Pacific. It is a global network designed to coordinate the different
aspects of fair trade like information, business support, networking
opportunities, market access, lobbying, and education. Over 50
countries are represented in this 160 member strong network.57

NEWS (Network of European World Shops) was established in 1994
to coordinate the 2,500 world shops present in 13 member countries
(Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland,
Italy, Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and United
Kingdom). World Shops give fair trade goods market access. As with
many fair trade groups, NEWS conducts campaigns to raise consumer
awareness about the relationship between their consumer choices and
the situation of producers and workers in developing countries. The
goal is to increase the market share of fair trade goods.58
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Coffee is a recent example of a product used in campaigns
to increase both awareness of fair trade and its market share. Some
campaigns target institutional consumers’ procurement policies,
for example supermarkets, trade unions, public agencies, and social
movements.59 Others mobilize the support of individual consumers,
for instance to join an e-petition movement.60 The campaign has
engaged fair trade supranational groups globally, their national
branches, other organizations like Oxfam, the Migratory Bird Center,
Rainforest Alliance, trade unions, the Red Cross youth movement,
and even a young lawyer in Berkeley, California (Rick Young) who
became a global celebrity for his initiative on the November 2002 bal-
lot to allow only socially and �or environmentally conscious cultivated
coffee to be served publicly in the city.61 A special coffee campaign
network, Responsible Coffee Campaign, targets American university
campuses and offers information to the general public on the global
coffee crisis.62 Celebrities like Bianca Jagger are involved in the gen-
eral coffee campaign. Television and movie star, Martin Sheen, has
appeared on a public service announcement on the U.S. Transfair’s
website to encourage people to drink fair trade coffee.63

These examples show that fair trade is an issue that engages many
different organizations not all of which are labeling schemes. It is
becoming the core of several consumer-oriented groups like Ethical
Consumer, Consumer’s Choice Council, the non-sweatshop move-
ment, and Clean Clothes Campaign (CCC). Ethical Consumer is the
website of the Ethical Consumer Research Association, a not-for-
profit organization founded in 1987. It characterizes itself as “the
UK’s only alternative consumer organization looking at the social and
environmental records of the companies behind the brand names.”64

Its concerns are human, environmental, and animal rights. It pub-
lishes a magazine that contains practical guides for consumers, a 
database called Corporate Critic for checking the ethical and envi-
ronmental performance of companies, and calls on consumers to 
participate in boycotts and use labeling schemes. The organization
encourages consumers to buy ethically because it believes that indi-
viduals can play a role in the practical solutions to big problems and
that individual action is necessary to counter the power of corpora-
tions.65 The Consumer’s Choice Council, founded in 1997 and based
in Washington D.C., has the same basic goals. Through its network
organization for 66 environmental, consumer, and human rights
organizations from 25 countries, it promotes type I labels, reform of
government procurement policy, and fair and sustainable trade.66
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Both the CCC and non-sweatshop movement hold the same
general belief about the important role that individual consumers 
can play in solving problems involving economic globalization and
the division of resources between the North and South. However,
their specific concern is the global garment industry. The CCC, a
European network that represents over 200 nongovernmental organ-
izations and trade unions in 12 European countries including France,
Germany, Spain, and the Great Britain and India,67 works closely with
labor-related organizations, consumer organizations, researchers, sol-
idarity groups, women’s organizations, church groups, youth move-
ments, and world shops in many regions of the world. It runs focused
consumer campaigns on the “labour behind the label” whose goal 
is mobilizing the purchasing power of particularly young consumers.
It is against boycotting. Its counterpart in North America is the 
anti-sweatshop movement, which includes a number of campaigns
and movements like Sweatshop Watch, Behind the Label, Union of
Needletrades Industrial and Textile Employees (UNITE), and United
Students Against Sweatshops (USAS) with varying opinions on the
benefits of boycotts.68

Organic food labels are a third kind of type I positive political 
consumerist endeavor. Organic food labels ensure that food is pro-
duced by farmers who use renewable resources and who conserve 
soil and water and also ensure that food is free of antibiotics, growth
hormones, and commercial pesticides. Credible labeling schemes, rea-
sonable prices for organic goods, and organic product availability are
its central goals.69 What makes this labeling scheme different from the
eco-labels and fair trade labels is the role that producers and govern-
ment had played in setting them up. Some organic labels, as branches
of the international Ecocert, Australian Certified Organic, KRAV in
Sweden, and Organic Trust in Ireland, have been started by produc-
ers (farmers, farmers associations, etc.). Others like USDA Organic
and Danish Ø label have government as their initiators.70 Initially
consumers were only indirectly involved in their institutional design.
Today most organic labeling institutions appeal in a variety of ways 
for consumer support, for instance through a consumer page on 
their websites. Unlike some eco- and fair trade labeling schemes,
organic food labels cannot be characterized as advocacy networks that
directly mobilize consumers to take action against unfair products
and services. Rather they are professional certification institutions.

Organic farming and organic labeled foods are becoming big busi-
ness. They are one of the fastest growing segments in the consumer
goods market in many countries.71 About 50 schemes are in operation
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in the world today.72 Most of them are in Europe. A very professional
umbrella organization, International Federation of Organic Agri-
cultural Movements (IFOAM) from 1972, now has over 740 mem-
ber organizations in more than 100 countries. An unspecified number
of them are labeling schemes; 171 members state that they are
involved with certification, and others are associations and networks
concerned about the environmental quality of food.73

In different ways consumers have become more interested in
organic food because of their concern over pesticide use, genetically
modified organisms/engineered foods, irradiated food, and the mad
cow disease.74 Organic food can be considered a loosely organized
movement including individual consumers worrying over the food
they feed their families, environmentalists, farmers, citizens critical of
global corporate influence, and people who care about the develop-
ing world. As such it includes both the private and public virtue
tradition of political consumerism. Consumer, environment, and
international-oriented humanitarian and religious organizations are
part of it. It engages consultant firms, politicians, civil servants, schol-
ars, journalists, and policy institutes.75 Some of these groups conduct
campaigns to raise consumer awareness about the need for organic
labeling. Friends of the Earth has campaigned for “Real Food,” the
World Wildlife Foundation encourages citizens to mobilize against
genetically modified foods, the global Pesticide Action Network cre-
ates consumer awareness about chemicals used on foods, and Organic
Consumers encourages consumers to “help drive genetically engi-
neered foods off the market, phase out industrial agriculture and
convert to organic farming practices.”76

Stewardship Certification Schemes

The newest kind of market-based beyond compliance labeling system
is for common pool resources. Common pool resources differ greatly
from agricultural and manufactured goods. They are resources owned
by no one or by everyone so it is difficult to exclude people from
appropriating them. At the same time they are finite in character,
which means that they are easily abused and overused.77 Philosophers,
social scientists, and public figures call the misuse of common pool
resources the tragedy of the commons. Water, air, marine life, and
forests are good examples of common pool resources. Certification
schemes have been developed for forest and marine resources.

The term stewardship is central for two of the schemes pre-
sented here. Stewardship is actors’ responsibility to manage their life 
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properly with due regard to the rights of others. These rights include
those of other human beings as well as other living species. Stewardship
institutions offer individual and corporate actors guidelines to promote
environmentally appropriate, socially beneficial, and economically
viable management of the world’s forests and marine life without too
much self-sacrifice. Users themselves develop rules for participant
behavior, monitoring, sanctioning, and conflict resolution. The rules
are created through deliberation, and they demand that participants
learn the rules and practice them in the settings that stewardship 
constructs for them. They change how users perceive the costs and
benefits of common resource use.

Stewardship is an example of transboundary governance and eco-
logical modernization that has used the lessons of successful collective
action well. It can also be seen as a kind of constitutional engineering
because it requires that participants act rationally and decide to bind
themselves to decision rules. This means that participants consciously
and willingly construct a structural mechanism—a certification
scheme—which limits their freedom of choice and action. A number
of conditions must be in place to create a deliberative decisionmaking
setting that avoids free riding and the individualism characterized by
prisoner dilemma situations while promoting collective compliance of
agreed-upon rules. An implicit base of stewardship projects is rational
cooperative behavior and the logic of collective action. Involved
actors must believe that time is ripe to use common pool resources in
a different way. They must, thus, have reliable and valid information
on the present general conditions of the resource and accept the cal-
culations of experts about its future conditions. They must also
believe that it is possible to improve the conditions through collective
action and understand how their individual use—their footprints—
affects common pool resources and creates a common problem for us
all. Their incentive to participate is their own self-interest, that is,
their dependence on the resource for their livelihood. As with many
collective-action settings, it is important that big users—those with
considerable economic and political assets—have a common under-
standing about how the tragedy of the common users affects them
personally. They must also believe that they are in the same boat. It is
crucial that the group of big users has this understanding because
they form the core group for collective decisionmaking on steward-
ship. Users must also believe that other users are trustworthy, that
they can be relied upon to keep promises and relate to one another
with reciprocity.78
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Like all forms of political consumerism, certification schemes for
common pool resources must have the support of various actors
or stakeholders for them to develop successfully. The demand for
better common pool resource management was, as in the case of
tropical-wood use, initially raised in consumer boycotts, which gave
market actors the incentive to find ways of managing consumer dis-
content over the use of common pool resources. In other cases, envi-
ronmental and social groups, displeased with the action taken by
national and supranational governments, have pressured for more
responsible production processes. A third initiative for market-based
common pool resource management is international and regional
agreements, which have been a platform for supporters of stricter
standards and beyond compliance schemes.79 A second characteristic
that stewardship certification has in common with other forms of
political consumerism is the importance of good organizational struc-
ture. It is important for common pool resource management that 
the institutional design is socially engineered and organizationally
constructed to promote rational cooperation. The reason for this is, 
of course, the problem of free riding. The institutional design must
safeguard against and discourage free riders. Mission, transparency,
legitimacy, management, and stakeholders are key values here.80 This
section discusses two institutions of common pool resource manage-
ment and market actor reactions to them. They are the Forest
Stewardship Council (FSC) and Marine Stewardship Council (MSC).

Concern about tropical deforestation made sustainable forestry
management a global political issue. The concern was expressed by
consumers in tropical-wood boycotts, timber retailers, and distribu-
tors who were boycott targets, and at several meetings of the United
Nations Conference on Trade and Development. Probably the first
institution mandated to deal specifically with sustainable development
of tropical forests was the International Tropical Timber Organi-
zation (ITTO), which was established by the International Tropic
Timber Agreement in 1983.81 Forest management was also an
agenda item at the United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development (the so-called Earth Summit) in 1993. An important
topic for discussion at this meeting was the impact of ITTO commit-
ments on developing countries and the need for nontropical timber
producers to commit themselves to forest management. It was seen as
problematic that the several different certification systems in opera-
tion simultaneously confused both consumers and producers. The
Earth Summit suffered from governability problems and was unable
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to create a global forest convention. As a result, many environmental
groups began to look for forums outside the state-sanctioned inter-
national ones for help in dealing with the problem of deforestation.82

Concern with deforestation, international government’s inability
to deal with the problem satisfactorily, and the confusion created by
a plurality of certification schemes are the reasons for the FSC’s
establishment in 1993. The World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) and
other transnational groups decided to try and develop a market-based
mechanism to influence forest landowners and forest companies to
certify their products and consumers to buy them. Not surprisingly
given the character of the problem and the need to reach an agree-
ment among consumers, environmental groups, and producers, the
process behind the adoption of the FSC Statues, Principles and
Criteria, and Guidelines for Certifiers was chaotic and conflictual.83

But it worked. Today the FSC has 567 individuals and organizations
as members. It is actively endorsed by WWF, Greenpeace, Friends of
the Earth, and national environmental associations.84

The FSC is an independent, nonprofit, nongovernmental organi-
zation with its headquarters in Mexico. Its goal is to provide con-
sumers with reliable information about tropical and nontropical forest
products. Reliable information comes in the form of the global and
well-respected standard, Principles of Forest Management, a type I
assessment of field-level forest management practices that includes
social, ecological, and economic standards.85 The stakeholders that
established the FSC were timber users, traders, and representatives of
environmental and human rights organizations from five continents.

Sustainable development forms the basis of the FSC principles,
which are performance-based and broad in scope. Included among
the criteria for certification are principles involving tenure and use
rights, community relations, workers’ rights, environmental impact,
management plans, and monitoring and preservation of old growth
forests.86 The FSC program also requires the creation of regional or
national working groups responsible for developing specific indicators
and verifiers to apply the principles and criteria more locally.

The FSC presents itself as the only global certification organization
“providing an incentive in the market place for responsible
forestry.”87 It accredits certification bodies for forest management
inspections. These inspectors are charged with the task of applying
global forest management standards in accordance with local eco-
logical, social, and economic circumstances.88 They enforce rational
cooperation. Local ecological circumstances concern harvesting 
timber and non-timber forest products in a way that maintains the
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forest’s biodiversity, productivity, and ecological processes. Social 
considerations involve helping local people and society at large to enjoy
long-term benefits of forest resources. This may include workers’ rights
and indigenous peoples. Economic viability implies that forest opera-
tions are structured and managed to ensure profitability without gen-
erating financial profit that is negative for the other two management
criteria.89 FSC accredited organizations also verify the chain of custody
of certified forest products. Chain of custody evaluation is similar to
the life cycle evaluations done by type I eco-labeling systems. It traces
wood harvested in certified forests through the stages of transport,
processing, and marketing to the finished product.90

Not all market actors are satisfied with the existence of one global
certification scheme and want to create a countervailing power. Small
woodland owners in Europe have criticized the FSC for its insensitiv-
ity toward the unique nature of the European woodlands. In 1999
they established a regional scheme, Pan European Forest Certification
(PEFC). Today it has 18 members including a PEFC branch in both
the United States and Canada. It differs from the FSC in two impor-
tant ways. It is not an accreditation body but a coordinating one for
mutual compatible national certification systems, and it states that it
is designed with the interests of small, European woodland owners in
mind.91 Its principles are not as broad as the FSC’s. Two competing
national schemes that are not type I in character are the American
Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI) and the Canadian Standards
Association Forest Programme (CSA).92 When compared to the FSC,
the three schemes apply a narrower view of sustainable development,
take forest owner’s concerns as their point of departure, and believe
that civil society does not have a good understanding of existing for-
est practices.93 Together with other European, Asian, and global
forestry actors, they are now attempting to create an international
program for mutual recognition so they can develop a better interna-
tional presence and compete more successfully with the FSC.94

The MSC was established in 1997 but began in 1996 as a joint 
initiative between the WWF and the multinational corporation
Unilever “to harness market forces as an incentive to improve man-
agement of fisheries.”95 Its design is reminiscent of the FSC. It is an
independent, nongovernmental standard setting, accreditation, and
logo licensing organization operating as a not-for-profit registered
charity. Its headquarters are in Great Britain. The MSC stakeholders
are called signatories who are asked to take joint responsibility for 
the ocean’s common pool resources. The signatories include fisher-
men’s organizations, fish processors, fish buyers and food retailers,
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conservationists, and world financial leaders. Its mission statement is
“to work for sustainable marine fisheries by promoting responsible,
environmentally appropriate, socially beneficial and economically viable
fisheries practices, while maintaining the biodiversity, productivity and
ecological processes of the marine environment . . .”96 Like the FSC its
goal is to provide credible certification and accreditation services. It
accredits type I certifiers to assess fishery products. At present its label
appears on certain brands of Alaska salmon, lobster, herring, as well
as processed fish and shellfish products. Like the FSC, it applies a
chain of custody certification, which in this case consists of all parts 
of the supply chain from fishing vessels to the family’s dinner pre-
ferences. Unlike the FSC, which focuses mostly on institutional 
consumers in the building trade, individual consumer recognition of
the MSC logo in supermarkets is very important.97

Socially Responsible Investments

Socially responsible investing (SRI) is not a product labeling scheme,
though it may evolve into one in the future. Rather it offers people
advice and the opportunity to place their money in stock companies
and stock funds that reflect their political and ethical values. Ethical
or political consumerist investors may be individual citizens, civil soci-
ety organizations, corporations, and government bodies. Many com-
mentators view small investors’ interest in the stock market and SRI
as a new social movement and an innovative way to make a social and
political statement.98 It is also a good illustration of individualized
collective action because it allows citizens to take part in politics
in everyday subpolitical activities without joining a membership
organization.

SRI is not well-researched in the social sciences. It roots are long
and go back to at least the 1800s when Quakers withdrew invest-
ments in the slave trade and the early 1900s when other religious
groups were concerned about temperance and fair employment con-
ditions. It appeared again over 100 years later in the United States,
which—interestingly enough given its relative weak commitment to
eco-labels and the FSC—has had a particularly dominant position in
this form of political consumerism. The social movement activism of
the 1960s against the Vietnam War was played out on many fronts.
While the public and media focused on street demonstrations and stu-
dent activism, a more silent, private kind of activism took place in the
form of negative responsible investing, that is, stock boycotts and
divestment movements. Church groups and trade unions decided to
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protest practices they found abhorrent by divesting in certain stock
companies. Citizens boycotted stock in companies that directly or
indirectly supported the Vietnam War. Today this boycott activity is
called negative screening. Scholars consider the negative screening
during these war years as the beginning of the corporate accountability
movement.99

Other citizens also began to think that it should be possible to
invest in their values and not just divest because of their values. In
1971, the Pax World Fund, the first ethical investment fund, started
to develop positive screening of companies for investment.100 We can
call this positive SRI. Other approaches were also tried. One idea that
never really got off the ground was “Proxies for People,” an envi-
sioned national membership organization for primarily middle-class
people wanting to use their economic standing to gain access to and
influence over companies. The idea was for the organization to col-
lect shareholders’ votes and use them to influence company policy.101

Another unrealized effort was Project on Corporate Responsibility,
which the well-known consumer activist Ralph Nader hoped would
create a political arena for public pressure on private business.102

These two ideas would be realized in slightly different form in the
coming decades.

Over the years, SRI became more institutionalized, legitimate, and
mainstream. Changes in government policy on pension reform and
financial fund establishment, as in the case of Sweden, the United
Kingdom, and other European countries, opened the way for ethical
funds to become established. More people invest in the stock market,
and many of them believe that it is legitimate and justifiable to make
money morally. Books now offer advice on putting money where your
morals are, investing with your conscience, and making a difference
in making money.103 Thus, SRI offers an interesting combination of
the public and private virtue tradition of political consumerism. The
idea behind SRI is similar to ecological modernization discussed 
earlier. Both perspectives encourage social and environmental activists
and businesspeople to participate in moneymaking business ventures
that further sustainable development.

Today numerous funds profile themselves as ethical in character. 
In the United States many investment advisors author books that
counsel concerned citizens on how to place their money ethically.
Membership organizations in the form of ethical unit trusts that
promote SRI are growing in number. Business and economic com-
mentators and scholars write articles and reports on the profitability
of social investment for individual investors and its impact on

Contemporary Forms and Institutions 105

Michele-03.qxd  6/28/03  10:07 AM  Page 105



106 Political V irtue and Shopping

company profits. Social screening organizations rate individual com-
panies on corporate social responsibility and institutional funds on
whether they operate an SRI policy. This section discusses a few of the
well-known ethical funds in existence today.

Friends Provident International, a mutual society with Quaker
roots, is a financial service provider founded in 1832 in England.
Since 1984 it has developed a profile in the ethical investment market
in the United Kingdom. This is done in two ways. “Stewardship” is
the first British range of retail ethical funds (unit trust, life assurance,
and pension funds) that “only invest money in companies that have
passed a strict positive and negative screening process regarding ethi-
cal, social, and environmental issues.” It aims at avoiding investing in
companies whose activities include weapons manufacture, environ-
mental damage and pollution, trade with or operations in oppressive
regimes, exploitation of developing countries, nuclear power, tobacco
or alcohol production, unnecessary exploitation of animals, gambling,
pornography, and offensive or misleading advertising. The second
approach is “reo®” adopted in 2002, which stands for “Responsible
Engagement Overlay.” It is a process-oriented “ ‘across the board’
approach to investment . . . to improve the social and environmental
performance of the companies [Friends Provident] invest in.”104 Its
focus is increased corporate awareness and improvement in the areas
of environmental management, conservation, climate change, labor
standards, human rights, bribery and corruption, governance, risk,
and corporate social responsibility.

Other financial investors have been established specifically as polit-
ical consumerist institutions. Council on Economic Priorities (CEP),
Social Investment Forum (SIF), Ethical Junction, and New Economic
Foundation are examples. The oldest, CEP, an American public
research organization founded in 1969, unites consumers, investors,
policymakers, and corporate managers in promoting and encouraging
socially and environmentally responsible management of business.105

In the late 1980s, it developed the Corporate Report Card, now 
a well-known rating system that grades over 200 publicly traded 
companies on a scale from A to F on six criteria: the environment;
advancement of women and minorities; volunteerism and charitable
donations; community outreach; family benefits for employees; and
social disclosure. The Corporate Report Card is used extensively by
such membership organizations as the SIF and Friends Providence.106

The SIF (established in 1991) exists in the United Kingdom and
United States. It is a nonprofit organization associated with Co-op
America and other civil society associations. It offers a listing of 
various kinds of socially responsible investment possibilities in its
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directory. Its strategy includes screening (inclusion or exclusion of
corporate securities in investment portfolios based on social or
environmental criteria), community investment (support to low-income
communities), and shareholder advocacy (use of shareholders’ voting
power to influence company behavior).107 The idea is reminiscent of
“Proxies for People.” Individual shareholders invest in approved
mutual funds and allow the SIF to vote corporate proxy resolutions 
as a tool for corporate transparency and democracy.108 The SIF and
Co-op America have started the project Shareholder Action Network
(SAN from the 1990s) to enhance shareholder advocacy through net-
work creation and mobilization of citizens for action on investment
concerns.109 In a sense socially responsible investment actors play a
role similar to political parties in parliamentary democracy because
they represent, articulate, and aggregate interests and cast votes on
the basis of them. They show how the political mechanism of voice
has entered the marketplace.

SRI engages civil society in various countries. Interest groups and
social movements have adopted SRI as their cause. A political arena
for public pressure on private business is, therefore, being created.
However, unlike the one envisioned by Ralph Nader, this one is
global in orientation. Trade unions are increasingly investing in a
political consumerist fashion, as illustrated by the American ALF-
CIO’s union-directed investment program for investing union pen-
sion funds and the British Transport Salaried Staffs’ Association’s
ethical investment charter.110 Civil society associations as Amnesty
International, fair trade organizations, consumer organizations, and
Friends of the Earth campaign for institutions and individuals to
invest in a socially responsible way.111 Ethical pensions are in particu-
lar the focus of their efforts. Organizations are now being established
to assist institutional investors to find ethical placing for their pen-
sion funds, for example, British Ethical Investors and Ethical Invest-
ment Research Service catering to charities and churches and the
130-member pension fund Council of Institutional Investors.112

People investing in particular funds have also organized campaigns to
pressure them to focus more on SRI, as illustrated in the campaign
resulting in the Ethics for Universities Superannuation Scheme
(USS), one of the largest pension schemes in the United Kingdom.113

Characteristics of Contemporary
Political Consumerism

Unlike the other ways of regulating industry discussed at the 
outset of this chapter, the main inspiration for political consumerist
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institutions is civil society and the conscience of consumers. More
research is necessary for richer comparisons, but it seems clear from
the discussions in this book that contemporary political consumerism
differs from its historical past. Today’s version is more global in 
orientation, focuses on postmaterial or postmodern concerns, and
possibly even represents the public virtue more than a private virtue
tradition of political consumerism. The contemporary movement is
more institutionalized than its historical cousins because it is increas-
ingly based in labeling and certification schemes whose organizations
are professional and resourceful bodies either created for specific
political consumerist causes or embedded in the activities of estab-
lished civil society associations. When compared to the past, current
political consumerist activities also focus more on engaging the 
middle class to consider political values and virtues when using its
economic resources in everyday settings. The reason for this is obvi-
ous. Middle-class economic power has grown tremendously in most
countries.

Mainstreaming is another important characteristic. This is a natu-
ral consequence of the institution-building strategy employed by con-
temporary political consumerist actors. The goal of today’s political
consumerism is to embed and incorporate its ideas, products, and
processes in political, societal, and economic life at the local, national,
and global levels. For ordinary consumers in their daily lives, this
means that political consumerist products should be desirable as well
as easily available and affordable. An important prerequisite for devel-
oping political consumerism into ordinary consumer behavior and
choice is, of course, the legitimacy of political consumerism as a tool
in sustainable development. Good working relations with govern-
ments, corporations, and civil society associations are, therefore, 
a main goal of the political consumerist actors and institutions 
discussed in this chapter. They seek public legitimacy through this
cooperation to build consumer awareness among ordinary consumers
and they use consumer awareness as the basis for seeking public
legitimacy.

What is particularly interesting about political consumerist institu-
tions and actors is their character as brokers114 that build bridges
between consumers and business actors and institutions. The first step
is to bring the different spheres together and create a shared basis for
action, a common ground for voluntary action. Here political con-
sumer policymakers have been very innovative in creating institutions
and opportunities for “beyond compliance” policymaking. The
different kinds of political consumerism discussed in this chapter
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show how a partnership is created among citizen-consumers,
global companies, and in certain cases national and supranational
governments. The terms stakeholder and stewardship capture this
endeavor well. Stakeholder dialogue aims at opening up transnational
corporations to more contemporary forms of profitability (profit-
plus) and a broader understanding of their role in society. Concern
about the future, as captured by the term stewardship, encourages all
actors involved with market translations to take future responsibility
for their actions and behaviors. An important implication of stake-
holding and stewardship is that contemporary citizen-consumers are
asked to shop smartly as a tool to encourage corporations to rethink
their policy rather than to boycott them and their products. Boycotts,
as found in this chapter, still play an important role in political con-
sumerist endeavors, and we need to investigate them more thor-
oughly in terms of collective action, but when compared to the past
it seems that they are perceived more as a way to create consumer
awareness, release consumer and citizen political frustration, and pos-
sibly get corporations to the negotiating table rather than as viable
and reliable problem-solving mechanisms. Perhaps this reflects the
complexity of the global problems that characterize current forms of
political consumerism. There is good reason to believe that contem-
porary political consumerism is less confrontational than its historical
ancestors.

Mainstreaming can be broken down into a number of different
goals. An important one is selling power, the mainstreaming of polit-
ical consumerist products. The increasing number of labels, certifica-
tion schemes, and opportunities for SRI imply that contemporary
political consumerism focuses on the availability of products and serv-
ices close to home and at neighborhood markets. A general goal is,
therefore, larger market shares and broader citizen and consumer
awareness of the availability and advantages of political consumerist
products and services. Attention is directed at getting labeled prod-
ucts on store shelves and on information activities to convince con-
sumers that food that is organically labeled, household chemicals
carrying eco-labels, and fair traded products either do not cost much
more than other products offered for sale at the neighborhood store
or their extra costs are justified on the basis of their impact on global
justice, fairness, and sustainable development. Many labeling schemes
put great effort in convincing brand names and even supermarkets’
own brands to undergo product labeling and certification evaluation.
As shown in the fair trade case, they also engage in publicity cam-
paigns to create public and consumer awareness of the politics behind
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products, which market studies find to be crucial for increasing the
market share of labeled products.115

Efforts toward mainstreaming are also giving political
consumerism an everyday, ordinary character. Political consumerism
is becoming a form of everyday activism that can be expressed with-
out exerting much effort and resources and without unwilling con-
frontation with other actors. The goal is a form of low-threshold
collective action that can be performed on daily trips to the market
for oneself and one’s family. Exercising the public virtue tradition of
political consumerism should not take much self-sacrifice. As such
political consumerism is evolving away from an endeavor for social
and political activists who identify themselves completely with public
causes. Today political consumerism can appear as a form of serial
identity (see chapter 1) that may be loosely coupled or completely
decoupled from larger public engagements in politics and society in
the form of membership in political parties and civic associations.
Available survey data confirms that growing numbers of rather 
ordinary citizens engage in political consumerist actions.116

A measure of mainstreaming success is reactions of the business
community. Many small and large corporations are now developing
their own ethical profile in the form of codes of conduct, manage-
ment systems, and labeling or certification schemes. At times business
has created its own institutions as countervailing powers to check 
the public legitimacy given to the ones set up by consumers and civil
society associations. Now even governments and influential civil soci-
ety associations take notice of political consumerism. The United
Nations, Amnesty International, Nordic Council, and EU all have
political consumerism on their agenda.

Mainstreaming is also taking place internally in the world of polit-
ical consumerism. Labeling and certification schemes tend to imitate
the institutional design of other political consumerist schemes.117 The
eco-labeling institutional design has been a model for developing for-
est stewardship labels and even gender labeling schemes. Marine
stewardship is patterned after forest stewardship. Codes of conduct
are on occasion modeled on ILO conventions. Political consumer
demand of information encourages institutionalization through imi-
tation. Internal mainstreaming also implies the goal of cooperation
and coordination among political consumerist actors and institutions.
Figure 3.2 offers an overview of the political consumerist institutions
discussed in this chapter and shows how they are forming global and
regional networks, which bring together similar institutions in differ-
ent countries. We also find that certain institutions are members of
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Figure 3.2 Political consumerist regulatory tools.
Source: The information is directly from the political consumerist institutions. See bibliography.

Types of Organizational Product focus Global (date National (date Regional examples
political mission of origin) of origin) (date of origin)
consumerist
institutions

Eco-labels Life cycle Household Global German Blue EU Eco-Label (EU
identification of chemicals, Ecolabelling Angel (1978), Flower) (1992), Nordic
products and detergents, Network U.S. Green Swan (1990)
services as less shampoos, (GEN) (1994), Seal (1990),
harmful to the paper, office Consumer’s Japanese Eco
environment than furniture and Choice Council Mark (1989),
other similar equipment, (1997) Swedish Good
products batteries, white Environmental

goods, paint Choice (1992)
Rewards corporate
environmental
leadership

Fair trade Fair and direct trade Coffee, Fairtrade Dutch Max European Fair Trade
labels relations, fair chocolate, Labelling Havelaar Association (1990),

production conditions bananas, cocoa, Organizations Quality Label Network of European
for producers tea, honey, International (1988), World Shops (NEWS)
from Third World textiles, sports (FLO-I) (1997), Transfair U.S.A. (1994)
countries balls International (1998) and

Federation for Canada (1994),
Empowerment of Third Alternative U.K. Fairtrade
World producers and workers Trade (IFAT) (1989), Foundation (1993),



Types of Organizational Product focus Global (date National (date Regional examples
political mission of origin) of origin) (date of origin)
consumerist
institutions

Swedish
Cooperation strategy International Föreningen för
for greater equity in Social and Rättvisemärkt
international trade Environmental (1996)

Accrediation
and Labelling
Alliance
(ISEAL)
(1998),
Consumer’s
Choice Council 
(1997)

Organic Food produced by Eggs, milk, International Bio-Gro Organic Trade
food labels farmers using meats, fruits, Federation of New Zealand Association (U.S.A.,

renewable resources, vegetables, Organic (1983), Canada, Mexico)
conserving soil and bread, Agricultural Swedish (1985)
water canned goods, Movements KRAV (1985),

cheese, soft (IFOAM) (1972), Organic Food
Food produced free drinks, farm International Federation in
of antibiotics, input products Social and U.K. (1986),
growth hormones, Environmental USDA Organic
and commercial pesticides Accrediation and (2002)

Labelling Alliance 
(ISEAL) (1998),



Figure 3.2—cont’d.

Enhancement of Consumer’s
biodiversity, Choice Council
biological cycles, and (1997)
soil biological
activity

Forest Chain of custody Wood products, Forest
certification assessment of furniture Stewardship

forestry use Certification
(FSC) (1993),

Sustainable forest International
management; Social and
improvement of the Environmental
quality of life and Accrediation
relief of poverty for and Labelling
forest-dependent Alliance
people and workers (ISEAL)

(1998)

Marine Chain of custody, Fish, fish Marine
certification well-managed and products, Stewardship

sustainable fishery shellfish Certification
(MSC) (1997),



Types of Organizational Product focus Global (date National (date Regional examples
political mission of origin) of origin) (date of origin)
consumerist
institutions

No overfishing or International
depletion of Social and
exploited Environmental
populations, care for Accrediation
fishery ecosystem, and Labelling
effective management Alliance
system respecting local, (ISEAL)
national, and (1998)
international laws and
standards

Socially Integration of Not a labeling Shareholder U.S. Pax World European Sustainable
responsible personal values and scheme Action Funds (1971), and Responsible
investing societal concerns Network U.K. and U.S., Investment Forum

with investment Advice on (1990s), Social Investment (EUROSIF) (2001),
decisions investment Ethical Forum (SIF) New Economic

placements Investment (1991), Foundation (1986)
Research U.S. Council
Service on Economic
(EIRIS) Priorities (CEP 
(1983), Friends (1969),
Providence Canadian Ethical
International Growth Fund,
(1984) Ethical Funds

(1986, 2000),
Swedish Banco
(1983)

Figure 3.2—cont’d.



more than one global or regional network, as exemplified by cross-
memberships in FLO and IFOAM and the global network International
Social and Environmental Accreditation and Labelling Alliance
(ISEAL) established in 1998. The institutions also provide electronic
links to each other on their websites for easy consumer navigation to
other smart shopping sites, ideas, and products.

Mainstreaming coordination and cooperation takes other institu-
tional forms as well. More general or umbrella coordinating political
consumerist networks are establishing themselves. Some of them like
Ethical Consumer discussed earlier offers not only online links to
political consumerist institutions but also helps people to be informed
about issues concerning, animals, peace, development and human
rights, and the environment in the form of lists of web links to groups
working on these questions. It is, thus, possible to become a cyber
political consumerist and practice e-individualized collective action
by purchasing ethical investments online, sending a statement in an
E-mail to politicians, or buying animal-friendly goods online.118

Another example is Ethical Junction, an online association dedicated
to aggregating citizen-consumer interest in political consumerist
issues. It characterizes itself as a “gateway to the ethical sector for
people in the UK and Ireland, giving a focal point for a broad range
of ethical issues and trading” and offers ethics to consumers online,
that is, Internet assistance to find websites for ethical financial invest-
ment ideas, organic foods, and fair trade goods.119 The Association of
European Consumers, the Danish Active Consumer, and the
Norwegian Ethical Consumption, work in a similar fashion.120 These
networks and organizations represent an integrative development in
the field of political consumerism that connect different labeling
schemes and web-based networks for consumers to exchange ideas,
experience, and activism.

This new wave of the consumer movement has not gone
unnoticed. It has been internationally recognized. The Right
Livelihood Award (so-called Alternative Nobel Prize) has gone to
Anwar Fazal (1982) who was the entrepreneur behind Consumer
Interpol, International Baby Food Action Network, and Pesticide
Action Network (1998), Alice Tepper Marlin at the Council on
Economic Priorities (1990) for mobilizing consumer power for just
and sustainable economic priorities, and the Japanese Seikatsu Club
Consumer’s Cooperative (1989) for creating a successful sustainable
model of production and consumption for industrial society.121

A more encompassing mainstreaming transformation that is
underway at present is the harmonization or synthesis of political
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consumerist institutional mission statements. The idea is represented
by the Consumer’s Choice Council’s use of sustainability and
sustainable development as its discursive frame to approach political
consumerism in a comprehensive way. Sustainable development con-
cerns ecology, economic development, and issues of democracy and
social justice. It uses the sustainability frame in its coffee program:
“Coffee is steeped in a number of social and environmental problems,
including massive deforestation caused by the transition from shade
to sun coffee; degradation of soils and water sources; extremely low
wages and poor working conditions for farm workers on coffee
estates; low prices paid to growers by commercial middlemen; and
inequitable international distribution of the fruits of the gourmet cof-
fee boom.”122 For this association, eco-labeling is a crucial step in
providing consumers with the information they need to purchase
products that are produced in more environmentally sustainable and
socially just ways.

An integrating institution appealing to all stakeholders—not just
consumers and civil society associations—is the Ethical Trading
Initiative (ETI), an alliance of companies, nongovernmental organi-
zations, and trade union organizations from 1998. Ethical trading
targets both consumers and producers. Ethical trading is “a step
towards sustainability” and encourages companies to deliver a “triple
bottom-line” of environmental, social, and financial performance.123

The key to ethical trade is responsibility-taking on the part of busi-
ness, consumers, civil society, and government. At present only a few
companies practice ethical trade, but the number is growing. The ETI
has 28 companies listed as members. They include, The Body Shop
International, Chiquita International Brands, Levi Strauss, and Marks
and Spencer.124 The Body Shop is probably the best-known ethic-
based company.125 Other examples include the Coalition for
Environmentally Responsible Economies (CERES 2002).126

The institutions and actors behind mainstreaming of political con-
sumerism and the synthesis of political consumerist endeavors hope
that pressure from citizen-consumers, civil society, and multilevel
government will encourage more companies to develop ethical trade
toolkits and broaden the ethical niche in the marketplace. Their 
goal is global corporate citizenship practice and full citizenship for all
people in the world. Their activities are an attempt to construct a
framework for economic globalization that includes sustainability as
its core element. It is noteworthy that they argue along a similar vein
as Adam Smith who believed that the market needed to be structured
by a normative framework that “operates in the context of pru-
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dence, cooperation, a level playing field of competition, and within a
well-defined framework of justice.”127 Yet unlike Adam Smith they do
not envision the market as framed in the container of the nation-
state.128 Rather they argue that the problems at hand require a frame-
work that goes beyond national government and the domestic
market. The envisioned framework, as exemplified by the collection-
action efforts discussed in this chapter, requires more than consulta-
tion between government and industry. It needs to be the effort of
global stakeholders—both individual and collective actors—that have
stewardship and sustainability as their guiding light.

Michele-03.qxd  6/28/03  10:07 AM  Page 117



This page intentionally left blank 



4

A Study of Political Consumerism

Today: The Case of Good

Environmental Choice in Sweden

Why Study Sweden?

This chapter looks closely at why people engage in political
consumerism. What motivates them to get involved and who are
they? How are current forms of political consumerism similar and dif-
ferent from the past? My answers to these questions come from a case
study of green political consumerist activities in Sweden. Sweden was
chosen because it is an unlikely place for political consumerism to take
root. It is a hard case for political activism in the marketplace because
the Swedish state is strong with a good record on environmental pol-
icymaking.1 We are, therefore, inclined to assume that governability
problems do not characterize Sweden. The country is also character-
ized as a strong social democratic welfare state that is proactive and
problem-oriented,2 which would lead us to believe that citizens do not
need to turn to the marketplace to solve political problems. Even the
strong political presence of the social democratic workers’ movement,
which as discussed in chapter 2 implies that production-oriented solu-
tions are preferred over consumption-oriented solutions, adds to the
argument that Sweden is an unlikely place for political consumerism.
Swedes increasingly believe that they can influence the political 
system.3 Sweden rates high on most measures of social capital,4 and
the more collectivist and corporatist political culture that character-
izes Sweden does not point in the direction of individualized collec-
tive action.5 Research results from chapter 2 show that the market
becomes an arena for politics when the traditional political sphere is
closed to groups and issues or when there are governability problems.
This has not been the case in Sweden, which ranks high on most
benchmarks of democracy.6
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The puzzle is that four highly well-respected market-based labeling
schemes—the Nordic Swan, TCO Development, KRAV, and Good
Environmental Choice—are present in Sweden today. Government
and particularly the Swedish state with the urging of environmental
organizations played an important role in the establishment of the
Nordic Council’s Swan eco-label. It is noteworthy that govern-
ment played a minimal role in the establishment of KRAV, TCO
Development, and Good Environmental Choice, whose initiatives
came from civil society. Why did environment-oriented civil society
associations choose to use market-based tools to promote sustainable
development? Why does it seem that Sweden against a well-grounded
assumption is a likely place for political consumerism? Answers to these
questions take their point of departure in the importance of civil soci-
ety as a mobilizing force for political consumerism and the role played
by the green movement in political consumerist endeavors. This chap-
ter investigates how the political landscape changes of postmoderniza-
tion, ecological modernization, individualized collective action, and
even governance (see chapter 1) have turned Sweden into a likely place
for political consumerism. It offers a case study of the eco-label Good
Environmental Choice (Bra miljöval) established by the largest
Swedish environmental association, the Swedish Society for Nature
Conservation (Svenska Naturskyddsföreningen, SNF).

This case has been chosen for closer study because of its grassroots
character. Consumer pressure and dissatisfaction motivated the SNF
to engage in political consumerism. Good Environmental Choice is 
a type 1 labeling scheme whose base is citizen and consumer mobi-
lization that is channeled by an environmental organization. It is a
scheme that relies highly on responsibility-taking on the part of 
citizen-consumers. The issues involved are environmentally friendly
shopping and local responsibility for global environmental problems.
It is a scheme that requires the involvement of a variety of market
actors and that takes government regulation and public policy as 
its point of departure for its more ambitious voluntary compliance
criteria. It is genuinely Swedish and does not imitate an institutional
design that has developed in other countries. International visitors
come to Sweden to understand its workings.

In Comparison with the Past

Contemporary Swedish political consumerism demonstrates how
globalization, individualization, and the values of postmodernization
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are taking hold publicly. Concerns about human rights, labor rights,
and particularly the environment and gender equality form the
agenda of Swedish political consumerism today. This agenda shows
how citizens and consumers are increasingly viewing it as partly their
responsibility for protecting and improving their everyday lives and
the common well-being of Swedes and people in other countries.
Disillusionment with government efforts, distrust of established hier-
archies, inability to use only government channels to solve newer
political problems, self-interest, and a citizen need for self-activation
and urgent action all play a role in contemporary Swedish political
consumerist endeavors. Unlike many of the historical examples dis-
cussed in chapter 2, the blue-collar workers’ movement has not been
a dominant actor in contemporary Swedish political consumerist
activities. The only trade union that is really present in political con-
sumerism today is the whitecollar umbrella organization TCO, which
established TCO Development.

Even though current Swedish political consumerist efforts
reflect different values, they show some similarity with history.
Three common traits are the importance of women and civil
society associations as well as the focus on everyday problems with
satisfying immediate everyday needs. Government is still impor-
tant for boycotting and labeling networks. But a key difference
between then and now is the kind of role that government plays in
political consumerism. Contemporary efforts focus less on
government as a policymaker—a producer of legislation and key
structure in policy implementation—and more on its role as an
actor who enables political consumerist endeavors by providing
a platform in public policy, initial financial support (as in the TCO
Development case), and its changes in procurement practices (as in
the case of Good Environmental Choice). Government is now an
important target for political consumerist activities because it is a
large or institutional consumer of goods. It has immense consumer
power. In Sweden it spends 300 billion crowns (ca. US$ 30 bil-
lion) per year on procurement goods.7 It should, therefore, come
as no surprise that government procurement policy is a focus 
of political consumerist struggles. As shown later in this chap-
ter, once government decides to alter its consumer behavior
it can change how business perceives the politics of products.
Thus, when it comes to certain aspects of industrial regulation,
the potential influence of government as a consumer may
perhaps be greater than its influence as a producer of legislation, a
development not unknown internationally.8
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Opening up Sweden for Green Political
Consumerism

Good Environmental Choice was fully established as an eco-labeling
scheme in 1992. A process tracking study of its establishment offered
in this section shows how its development demanded flexibility on the
part of its initiators, citizen engagement, willingness to explore
unconventional alternatives and unusual cooperative partners, and an
extremely good sense of political timing, that is, use of a policy win-
dow of opportunity. The general idea of promoting green political
consumerism finds its origin in the dismay that many environmental
activists feel with government and politics. They began to lose trust
in political parties after the national referendum on nuclear power in
1980. Nuclear power was no ordinary political issue. It was divisive:
Swedish citizens were highly engaged in it, and disagreement on
whether Sweden should continue its nuclear power program even
brought down a government in the 1970s.9 The issue brought the
conflict between the values of industrial society and postindustrial
society to a head, and it divided people into two value-oriented
camps. The decision of the highly pronuclear power alternative and
the one that framed itself as a middle alternative to pool their election
results after the referendum and declare the antinuclear power alter-
native the loser disillusioned these activists and made them dismayed
with party politics. They began to shift their environmental involve-
ment to other less routine, more elite-challenging, and even subpo-
litical channels. They had begun to mistrust the commitment of many
of the political parties to the environmental issue and sought to do
politics by other means.10 Perceived government sluggishness in reg-
ulating industry as well as trends toward globalization, deregulation,
and privatization prompted their search for and the use of new policy
tools.11

Other important external events opened up a policy window for
green political consumerist actions. Citizens in the 1985 parliamen-
tary election, which is commonly characterized as the first green elec-
tion in Swedish history, gave sufficient support for the Green Party to
enter Parliament.12 This was a signal to political actors that environ-
mentalism was a viable political issue. A second policy window was
Gro Harlem Brundtland’s report from 1987, Our Common Future,
which put sustainable development on the global political agenda. It
signaled a new approach to environmentalism called ecological mod-
ernization (see chapter 1). This approach convinced environmental
activists and market actors that economic growth and environmental
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protection need no longer be in conflict with each other and that it
was necessary to develop new cooperative steering capacities that
were problem-oriented. Other important events were the creation of
the Swedish market-based labeling scheme for organic food KRAV in
1985, the presence of eco-labeling schemes in other countries, as well
as discussions in the Nordic Council about establishing the Nordic
Swan eco-label. Even the pressure from members of the SNF, the
Swedish Cooperative Union (KF), and general consumers on super-
markets in the 1980s to develop a green profile should be included as
part of the external circumstances within which Good Environmental
Choice was embedded.13 There was, in sum, good public awareness
of environmental issues upon which the SNF could build its green
political consumerist platform.

The SNF became involved with green political consumerism in the
mid-1980s. Several important actions took place almost simultane-
ously from the late 1980s to early 1990s. This section discusses the
most important actions. Its first political consumerist action was paper
bleached with chlorine, and its concern was a response to citizen pres-
sure for more environmentally friendly paper. It worked together with
other environmental groups on the issue; among them were the rem-
nants of the People’s Campaign Against Nuclear Power. The issue
had reached the political agenda, and the Minister of Environment
along with the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency
(Naturvårdsverket) was working on ways to decrease the amount of
chlorine allowed to enter Swedish waterways.

To satisfy consumer demand and speed up the government
process, the environmental groups decided in 1983 to publish a short
book about acceptable and nonacceptable paper entitled in transla-
tion “Unbleached Paper for the Sake of the Environment” (Oblekt
papper för miljöns skull! 1983). It was a simple book that included a
list of acceptable paper mills that had a positive environmental impact.
The book was edited, updated, and published in a more sophisticated
edition in 1987.14 Also in 1987 the Swedish Society for Nature
Conservation and a small consumer-oriented environmental group
(Miljöförbundet) called a boycott on paper bleached with what they
considered to be excessive levels of chlorine. Both associations had
previously and unsuccessfully lobbied government to pass legislation
for stricter standards on chlorine use and called on industry to lower
its use of chlorine voluntarily. Swedish paper industry officials told the
environmental associations that more research and development was
necessary before they would be able to change to green production
methods. The organizations and their members did not want to wait
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until government finished its investigations or until business was
ready to cooperate. They had a sense of urgency on this issue.

Paper was targeted because it is a mass product and its produc-
tion was polluting the waterways. Also, a few smaller brands of
paper were sufficiently “green” to be acceptable for a green con-
sumers’ list. The SNF mobilized its local chapter members to peti-
tion large institutional consumers (in particular local government)
to purchase paper from companies on the green list. Together
with the other environmental associations and with the help of gov-
ernment discussion on legislation, they convinced many municipal
governments to change their procurement policy. The boycott,
media publicity, and consumer demand for environmentally
friendly paper forced Swedish paper mills into action. By 1988
Swedish paper mills had begun to change their production meth-
ods. This experience convinced the SNF that it could use the mar-
ket as an arena for green politics and that procurement policy was
a good target for action. Rather ironically, it found that its own
procurement policy for paper for its magazine became a target of
member criticism.15

The year 1988 is an important watermark for the association’s
campaign against chlorine-bleached paper. In early 1988 it sent out a
press release to the editor-in-chiefs of all major publications that
encouraged all Swedish newspapers, journals, and magazines to boy-
cott Finnish chlorine-bleached paper, a less expensive and less envi-
ronmental alternative to Swedish-produced paper. It encouraged
procurement officers to buy Swedish environmentally friendly paper
produced at Holmens Bruk, a small paper mill on the verge of finan-
cial ruin. It also mentioned that it was following its own advice and
would no longer procure paper from Finnish manufacturers.16 Larger
Swedish paper manufacturers were not entirely negative to the boy-
cott call against the export-oriented and therefore economically 
sensitive Finnish paper mills because they believed that the stricter
environmental policy applied in Sweden gave them a competitive dis-
advantage. Perhaps they did not understand that they too could be
the targets of future boycotts. In the small country of Sweden, this
press release from the largest environmental association calling for a
boycott and appealing to actors in the public sphere created a media
storm. Almost every daily carried the story. Fearing a readership
revolt and bad publicity, publisher after publisher announced imme-
diate changes in their paper procurement policy.17

The boycott was an important victory for the environmental
movement. It showed that smart shopping mattered and that it was
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conceivable that individual consumers—without mass organization,
structured meetings, and work tasks carefully portioned out—could
put demands on institutions to become environmentally friendlier.
This was an important formative event of individualized collective
action for the association. The environmental associations’ members
also answered the call. They mobilized locally and successfully lob-
bied their municipal governments, which began to use the simple
book as a guide for procurement. Consumer pressure and change in
procurement policy by institutional consumers acted as an incentive
for business investments in environmental technology. As a result,
government’s environmental demands on paper mills were met earlier
than expected. According to a SNF official, staff members at the asso-
ciation involved in the action made the assessment that there was a
potential for consumer influence over the market that should be
channeled to better the environment.18

The late 1980s and early 1990s were a very active, formative
period for the SNF’s involvement with green political consumerism.
The association’s president supported the effort, and the association
began to employ people to work on green political consumer issues.
SNF officials followed up the initial contact they had made in 1987
with institutions representing consumers. Cooperative activities
intensified in the coming years. Government was also active. In 1988
its parliamentary commission presented a report on eco-labeling,19

and SNF declared in its official comment on the report that it was
willing, as suggested in the report, to play a central role in develop-
ing the labeling scheme.20 Public release of the report intensified the
general public debate and awareness on the issue. In 1989 the
American consumer advocate Ralph Nader visited the SNF to discuss
how he worked in networks with industry on concrete consumer
problems.21 The seminar was an eye-opener for the SNF, as Swedish
environmental associations traditionally viewed industry as an enemy
of the green cause that needs to be carefully regulated by govern-
ment. We see here how ecological modernization began to take hold
within the SNF.

Also in these years, the SNF successfully used political con-
sumerism in two other instances. These actions show how the SNF
began to institutionalize green political consumerism. Unlike earlier
efforts, member input was restricted more to the role of consumers.
They did not need to lobby institutional consumers partly because 
of the products it chose to politicize and partly because 
the paper boycott had given the SNF the public platform it needed 
to speak as a legitimate representative of green political consumer. 
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Its membership, the general consuming population, government, and
industry respected its position.

Almost simultaneously the SNF began to work on making batter-
ies and washing detergent more environmentally friendly. It lobbied
producers of batteries to replace mercury with a less environmentally
harmful substance, and once a more environmentally friendly (non-
mercury) battery existed, it encouraged consumers to purchase it.22

This was in 1990. In 1993 it continued to encourage readers of its
magazine not to buy mercury batteries.23 The SNF’s engagement in
the battery campaign, consumer response, as well as the ensuing
media debate led to changes in production methods. The character of
the battery market is an important factor explaining the SNF’s success
in negotiations with industry. Few battery producers are in existence,
and all are dependent on global exports. They form a sensitive export-
oriented economic market. Once they realized that green consumer
sentiment was growing, they decided it best to adapt their production
methods to greener standards. Soon afterward all batteries of certain
categories sold in Sweden were mercury-free. Now many of these 
batteries sold globally follow the Swedish green standard.24

The next product to be politicized was washing detergent. At that
time only 1 percent of the washing detergents on the market was
environmentally friendly; manufacturers were hesitant to change their
production methods. In a wise move that shows insight about boy-
cott actions, the association targeted Lever, the leading laundry deter-
gent manufacturer in Sweden, whose product Via comprised almost
10 percent of the Swedish market. It approached Lever and asked
it to make its product more environmentally friendly but was told that
change takes time. A few environmentally friendly detergent brands
were on the market. They were put on a green list, and in 1991 con-
sumers were encouraged to buy them and boycott Via. The boycott
received considerable media publicity and engaged many consumers,
but this did not convince Lever and other manufacturers to comply
with the SNF demands. A break came when the three largest market
retailers decided to boycott or not procure washing detergents that
did not meet the SNF criteria. Consumer pressure and internal envi-
ronmental concern explained their decision. Today Via does not carry
the Good Environmental Choice eco-label but most of Lever’s other
detergents and those of other manufacturers now meet the original
requirements set by the Society for Nature Conservation. At present
over 90 percent of the washing detergents on sale in Swedish markets
are eco-labeled either by Good Environmental Choice or the Nordic
Swan.25 Work on developing these initial requirements for substitute
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products during the boycott was an important experience in formu-
lating and setting product criteria. This effort can be seen as the 
institutional origin of Good Environmental Choice.26

The final important internal event was the publication of the book,
“Buy and Act Environmentally. An Everyday Handbook for a Better
Environment” (Handla miljövänligt! Vardagshandbok för en bättre
miljö) in 1988. The initial idea to publish a green political consumer
guide came from different sources. Members had been asking for a
green shopping list, and different people who knew each other from
environmental activist networks began discussing green political con-
sumerism. Unknown to SNF, there was even a book project in Great
Britain going on at the same time.27 What is particularly interesting
for a theoretical theme of this book (the private virtue tradition of
political consumerism) is that an important origin is a private discus-
sion in an environmentally oriented family about where to buy safe
food for the family’s table. The woman in the family participated in a
group that directly ordered ecological food from farmers. Her hus-
band, a newly employed SNF official, who later coined the concept of
“buy and act environmentally” (handla miljövänligt), believed that
families should be able to purchase environmentally safe (i.e., organic)
food at any local supermarket. In the theoretical language of this
book, he was saying that there should not be a high threshold for
everyday green political consumption. People should not be forced to
engage in high levels of self-sacrifice to buy green products. He began
to work closely with two environmental activists who already had
been commissioned to write a practical guide for green consuming for
SNF.28 Thus, the private virtue tradition of wanting to find good
products for one’s family spilled over into civic engagement and
provided a foundation for the public virtue tradition of political con-
sumerism and the publication of a green political consumers’ guide.

The book was published in a large edition (50,000 copies). About
9,000 copies were preordered before its publication. It was presented
at a public conference on consumerism, where an additional 5,000
copies were sold. By February 1989, 45,000 copies had been sold,
and the book was out-of-stock in a matter of three weeks. It received
tremendous media and citizen-consumer attention. It took up two
basic virtues of green political consumerism—smart shopping for
environmentally friendly products and thriftiness in the consumption
of goods. The book has been reprinted several times and has sold over
375,000 copies, which is quite extensive given the population of
Sweden is less than 9 million people. Association members and con-
sumers took the book with them when they purchased products at
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their local stores and even, on their own initiative, used it to create 
a local arena for discussions on green political consumerism and per-
form street-level, grassroots evaluations of the environmental profile
of their neighborhood supermarkets. These spontaneous grassroots
activities reflecting individualized collective action later became an
important activity for the associational network “Buy and Act
Environmentally” discussed later in this chapter.

As with the Brundtland report and other successful political con-
sumerist activities, the book signaled that there was political agency in
smart shopping to regulate industry. It also fell well in line with the
dialogue on cooperative, shareholder ventures that had already been
started between the SNF and KF (Kooperativa Förbundet).29 In an
internal policy memo, the SNF official who coined the phrase “act
and buy environmentally” discussed how market-based activities fit
into the larger environmental action framework. The memo begins
with a discussion of the new wave of environmental consciousness
particularly in Northern Europe and continues by stating “a dissatis-
faction with the way politicians and public authorities deal with envi-
ronmental questions has created extensive interest for individual
environmental responsibility—many people ask themselves ‘what can
I do as an individual for a better environment.’ ”30 In line with schol-
arly discussions on the need for new environmental regulatory tools
or soft laws,31 the official continued with a discussion of the need to
regulate more dispersed sources of pollution generated by household
waste, transportation, and energy production because production-
oriented regulation of industrial waste could not manage or solve
problems of environmental pollution. A solution suggested in the
memo was individual environmental responsibility or reflexive con-
sumerism.32 Two obstacles were, however, noted: individuals needed
guidance and industries lacked an objective measurement for
environmentally friendly products.

These concerns opened up a window of opportunity for the SNF
to continue its work on green political consumerism and develop an
eco-labeling scheme. As stated in the memo: “[The SNF] has started
a process and must now take measures to keep it on course and keep
ourselves one step in front of industry, public authorities, and retailers.
Never before have we been able to dictate the conditions for a seg-
ment of societal development. But this is exactly what we can do if we
play our cards right and quickly formulate environmental criteria for
important environmentally-harmful groups of products.”33

Interesting arguments for the SNF involvement in green political
consumerism are given in the policy memo. This kind of environmental
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work was said to have a positive clang. It encourages positive actions
instead of telling members, the general public, and industry what not
to do. It represents positive (buycotts) rather than negative screening
(boycotts). It also represents an environmental activity that could
involve everyone in a hands-on everyday way. And, as experience told
the association, it leads to quick results that frequently are “beyond
compliance” in character.

It is worthy to note that the policy memo also included self-interest
arguments or what may be called a collectivist private virtue tradition
of political consumerism. Green political consumerism and an eco-
labeling system could promote the SNF as an environmental associa-
tion. An SNF eco-label would put the association in the public
limelight. Its name would appear on all approved products, which was
a kind of free advertisement. An eco-label would also generate
income for the association, help the association compete with other
large environmental organizations with a consumer profile (e.g., WWF),
and play a central role in member recruitment campaigns. “We should
even see the essential background effort in this area as an investment
in membership growth, because it lays the ground for the association
to hold its forefront position in this new area of involvement and
thereby makes it be attractive for even more people to become 
members.”34

It was, as noted in earlier policy papers, important for the SNF to
act quickly because government was dragging its feet on eco-labeling,
and the Nordic Swan was not meeting SNF expectations.35 The SNF
was encouraged to use its knowledge and public legitimacy as well as
the growing consumer interest in green political consumerist goods
to help forge alliances, coalitions, and networks of actors from different
segments of Sweden. Successful and effective green political con-
sumerism required new kinds of cooperative ventures that build on 
a combination of private and public interests. This stakeholder
approach is an example of ecological modernization because, if 
constructed properly, it could represent a win–win situation for all
involved actors. The task was, then, to formulate an institutional
design that convinced all stakeholders that it paid to cooperate.

Good Environmental Choice Type I Eco-Label

Swedish supermarket retailers were internally and externally pressured
to do something, and unlike their counterparts in many other coun-
tries and for reasons that deserve more academic study in the field of
business and marketing, they understood relatively early that it was
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not in their interests to put up an adamant fight against green political
consumerism. The KF, which owns a large chain of supermarkets
(Konsum), was, due to member and customer pressure, increasingly
concerned about the environment and found the book Buy and Act
Environmentally a good and practical tool as did the other large chain
ICA.36 Both the KF and ICA were pushing for fast action, and they
realized that they could not develop a publicly legitimate eco-labeling
system on their own. They needed a trustworthy, independent mon-
itoring institution. A cooperative endeavor with the three supermar-
ket retailers in existence in Sweden, ICA, KF, and Dagab (the third
supermarket retailer in Sweden now part of Axfood), gave the SNF
the necessary economic resources to use its expertise in the natural
sciences to develop criteria for labeling goods as environmentally
friendly, with washing detergents heading the list. Together the four
actors created a unit called Good Environmental Choice Daily
Products (Bra Miljöval Dagligvaror). Unlike other schemes already in
operation in other countries, their first label was put on shelves rather
than products, a procedure that consumers found confusing and was
later changed.

As citizen and consumer involvement in political consumerism and
not institutional designing is a main theme of this book, the organi-
zational development and design of Good Environmental Choice will
only be discussed briefly. It was established as a separate organiza-
tional unit in 1992. The unit was placed in Gothenburg because the
person to head the unit lives there. She was previously in charge of
green political consumerism at the KF. The geographical distance
between Stockholm and Gothenburg (approximately 500 kilometers)
allowed the unit to develop a more independent profile.37 Good
Environmental Choice began to develop licensing or certification
requirements and to assess products for certification. An important
part of this kind of third party type I certification is transparency.38

Manufacturers must reveal their secret formulas and allow their prod-
ucts to be tested in a life-cycle (cradle-to-grave) assessment, which
includes production methods, packaging materials, and waste created
from product use. As with other labeling and certification schemes,
manufacturers apply for licensing and pay for product evaluation 
and licensing permission. Once they are approved they receive a lim-
ited-time license to use the Good Environmental Choice stamp of
approval. There are two kinds of approval. Rank B sets minimum
standards and the other (Rank A) gives manufacturers credit for
going beyond the set standards. The unit uses the higher stan-
dard when it periodically reassesses the rankings to see whether it is
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practically feasible to make them stricter.39 The unit is now self-
financing. It is unique globally because it is not managed by govern-
ment or a quasi-governmental body.40

The SNF made a number of very wise strategic and policy choices
in its initial involvement with green political consumerism. These deci-
sions show a great degree of adaptability and appropriateness, two key
elements emphasized in the governance literature that are discussed in
chapter 1. Also, as shown from studies of other eco-labeling schemes,
they seemed to know that public awareness and consumer pressure
were necessary for the labeling scheme’s successful launching.
Although they had some knowledge of other eco-labeling develop-
ments from the late 1980s,41 the involved activists state that they
were not aware of historical examples of labeling campaigns as the
one discussed in chapter 2. Nor did they use the experience from the
German labeling scheme Blue Angel to design their scheme institu-
tionally or the American Council on Economic Priorities, which had
earlier published its book “Smart Shopping,” when they decided to
commission the book “Act and Buy Environmentally” and establish
the Good Environmental Choice unit.42 The scheme was, therefore,
made in Sweden.

Political Agency and Green Political
Consumerism

Of particular interest for this book is the effect of green political 
consuming on political agency, that is, its role in renewing demo-
cracy and the political community. The historical examples discussed
in chapter 2 show how a political consumer orientation opened up civil
society for new issues, methods, members, and coalitions. Political
consumerist concerns on the part of citizens led to the creation of
spontaneous networks by people normally invisible in the political sys-
tem. In the past, the collective action generated from private interests
in what would generally be considered to be apolitical, everyday set-
tings helped put issues of labor and food on the political agenda.
Citizens and consumers also learned civic skills. Is it possible to see
the same development in contemporary examples of political con-
sumerism? Is there, as theoretically argued in chapter 1, political
agency in consumer awareness and choice? Are people involving
themselves in consumerist causes, joining political consumerist net-
works, and becoming empowered in them because of their everyday
concerns as mothers, wives, husbands, and fathers? Is political con-
sumerist activity affecting society, economics, and politics? The next
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three sections address the general question of political agency and
impact. This section discusses how a green political consumerist
agenda has affected the SNF and its members by opening up new
ways of becoming involved in environmental issues. The next section
focuses on the role of women as new environmental actors. In the
final section, I offer general comments on the impact of the eco-label
on Sweden in political, social, and economical terms.

The SNF is a mature, well-established social movement from
1909. As its name implies, nature conservation was the reason for its
creation. As environmental pollution increasingly threatened nature
conservation, the SNF began to focus on environmental issues. It
called on government to regulate industrial pollution. In typical
Swedish fashion, it wanted government action to target production.43

Environmental public policy and nature conservation were the two
main profiles of the association from the 1960s to the mid-1980s.
During this period, its main agenda expanded from nature and par-
ticularly forestry conservation to such environmental concerns as
energy production and traffic policy. It has opposed the use of nuclear
power and encouraged the development of alternative sources of
energy to replace both nuclear power and fossil fuels. Up until the
decision to focus on green political consumerism, the association
viewed industry more as a problem than part of environmental solu-
tions. It sought government action to force industry to improve its
environmental standards. An important organizational method of
action was, therefore, pressure on government and political parties to
enact environmental legislation to regulate industry. This “command
and control” approach to the regulation of industry (see chapter 3)
was complemented by public awareness campaigns. Carefully crafted
issue campaigns were important here, and the SNF staff has
traditionally included a number of journalists whose primary task is to
create more public interest and awareness for environmental issues.
Organizational action involved mobilizing citizens to join environ-
mental associations, consider green issues in elections, and pressure
group politics. Its focus was the political system.

If environmental concerns were the first paradigmatic change for
the association, green political consumerism was its second. The SNF
calls its political consumerist activities its third important method of
action.44 The paradigmatic shift means that it accepts the ecological
modernization view of environmental change, no longer views indus-
try as the main enemy, and no longer focuses all its attention on
mobilizing citizens in issue campaigns as a part of lobbying government
to adopt environmental legislation. Green political consumerism
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opened up a new arena, the market, for organizational activity. It also
has given the association a new agenda and spirit, which helped to
mobilize environmentally conscious citizens, some of whom became
members. It has been estimated that green consumerism initially
attracted 1,000 new members per week.45 This is an example of the
political agency of political consumerism. Figure 4.1 shows the SNF
membership level over the past 25 years. As shown in survey date (see
endnote 84), some of the increases in membership in the mid-1980s
to early 1990s are attributed to the new green political consumerist
focus. Unfortunately, the data does not allow us to assess the exact
proportion of the increase and there is no other material to use
as proxy measures.

Not all consumers and citizens reached by the SNF green political
consumerist efforts (its book, boycott, and green lists) became
members of the association. This is clear from a comparison of the
number of members with the number of books sold, participants in
boycotts, and users of green lists. Some engaged citizens, those very
characteristic of individualized collective action, just used the
green political consumer lists and chose products with the associa-
tion’s eco-label on their daily shopping trips or contacted the Good
Environmental Choice unit if they found that manufacturers were
using the eco-label improperly on products or in advertising or 
that new products deemed environmentally harmful were appearing
on store shelves.46 The focus on green political consumerism has 
created an everyday-maker market-based environmentalist movement
that is not really visible if attention is solely directed at document-
ing membership fluctuations and the SNF’s activities per se. This
more individualized collective action environmental movement 
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shows the agency of political consumerism spurred on by the SNF’s
organization activity.

The political agency spinning off the eco-label and the smart shop-
ping book has not always benefited the association directly. On occa-
sion the SNF has viewed this individualized environmental collective
activism as problematic because it is difficult to direct and control
organizationally.47 It is in part a kind of consumer mobilization that
does not necessarily offer the SNF sufficient organizational paybacks,
as envisioned in the policy paper discussed earlier. Membership levels,
as shown in figure 4.1, have not increased steadily because of green
political consumerism. In fact, they have even fallen because some
people seem to be drawing the conclusion that membership does not
do more to improve the environment than their everyday green
political consumerist behavior (green shopping and recycling).
Everyday individualized activism is, therefore, a threat to membership
organizations that build their strength on collectivistic collective
action. Another problematic aspect for the association is that local
everyday-making environmental activism requires a core of dedicated,
green political consumer activists. These people are not necessarily
and easily socialized in organizational settings and do not always show
loyalty to general organizational causes. They often find it difficult to
work within established political homes like civil society associations,
which they tend to view as sluggish, awkward, inflexible organiza-
tional structures unable to mobilize for spontaneous, urgent, and
focused actions. Thus, there is, as discussed about boycotts, a wild
side to Swedish green political consumerism that can be difficult to
channel through established environmental organizations.

Basing environmental efforts on political consumerism may even
be risky. It need not always represent a commitment to sustainable
development. For example, research in psychology shows that people
tend to have a fragmented view of political consumerist involvement.
They are not loyal political consumers. Rather they buy some eco-
labeled products but not others.48 Price may be a factor here. The
implication is that people not dedicated to environmentalism,
through for example involvement in membership organizations, do
not necessarily view political consumerism as a behavioral or an ideo-
logically encompassing commitment. Instead it can represent a fragile
serial identity. Nor does green political consumerism always translate
into thrift in the use of nature’s resources. Political consumers do not
always think about consumer needs and sustainable consumption 
levels. Thus, the SNF is concerned that green buying and green
activism are becoming separate environmental identities. The fear is
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that people believe that they do not need to think about sustainable
development and their consumption patterns as long as they buy
environmentally friendly goods. They can buy as much as they want
as long as the products are eco-labeled.49 Eco-labeling detached from
other concerns can potentially disenable an ideologically driven
environmental association.

A final problem that the SNF has experienced with its green
political consumerist profile involves contacts within the global envi-
ronmental movement. Some environmental associations believe that
green political consumerism and ecological modernization are turn-
ing the SNF into an association that, because of its contacts with
industry, no longer places tough environmental demands on the
political system.50 Particularly the Danish and German environmental
associations have a skeptical view of the SNF’s cooperative ventures
with industry. They wonder at times whether conflict with industry is
not the better route for environmental improvement.51 They see the
SNF as a “greenwash” organization (see chapter 5 for an explanation
of the term). Problems of this kind have led to internal criticism and
questions about the continued existence of Good Environmental
Choice.52

At the same time, SNF officials are aware of the political agency
embedded in green political consumerism. The SNF’s efforts have
made it feasible for members and nonmembers to take personal
responsibility daily in implementing the general goals of the associa-
tion and to see that their actions matter.53 It has given the association
a renewed identity and the opportunity to work in a new arena, the
consumer market, which is becoming increasingly important as a
central sphere for global political activity. An article in the organiza-
tional magazine Sveriges Natur explains the importance of individual
environmental responsibility-taking in the present situation character-
ized by fast moving economic globalization and slow moving politi-
cal globalization: “Our increasingly complex political steering of
society is on the wane, and the market is taking over at the helm. The
market is all of us—you and me—when we choose how to use our
money.”54

This insight explains why green political consumerism has over the
years become a more important associational activity. By late 1980s it
was one of the four central areas given priority.55 The SNF is becom-
ing representative of the new wave of the consumer movement men-
tioned in chapter 3 that focuses on issues of consumer behavior and
sustainability. The number of green political consumerist issues dis-
cussed at the SNF council meetings has risen over the years, and it has
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grown in importance as a feature of the association’s magazine,
a notable change because the magazine reflects the priorities of the
association. A 1991 study of what people read in Sveriges Natur
showed that green political consumerism was becoming just as impor-
tant as the traditional kind of articles on nature.56 The magazine
which has a National Geographic or nature conservation character has
even included a political consumerist section for children as a way of
teaching the relationship between consumer choice and sustainable
development. Articles have taken up such issues as what to do about
stopping fishermen from killing dolphins caught in tuna nets, how 
to assess soft drink packages, which form of transportation should 
be chosen for traveling different distances, and how to save on 
paper use.57

Green political consumerism is still a high priority. It has survived
as an organizational priority even when the SNF has decided to
narrow its thematic focus, not increase its allocation of the SNF
budget, and members question whether market-based “beyond
compliance” strategies can match state-oriented “command and con-
trol” policy in solving environmental problems.58 It is viewed as a
central aspect of sustainable development, and emphasis is put on the
responsibility of each citizen to develop good environmental con-
sumer habits, consider their ecological footprints, and practice a sus-
tainable lifestyle.59 More effort is made to tie in or mainstream green
political consumerism with traditional activities of the association.
Individuals are, for instance, encouraged to buy eco-labeled electric-
ity because it saves otters when power plants are discouraged from
damming more rivers,60 to use paper sparingly, and to purchase eco-
labeled paper because it helps save Swedish forests.61 More tradition-
ally SNF member networks and the Buy and Act Environmentally
network are encouraged to work together in common projects.

The political agency of green political consumerism is shown in
other ways as well. It has opened up new ways for members to par-
ticipate in their association and reinforced the importance of the local
associational base as an arena for member activity.62 Members have
been very innovative and spontaneous in their ways of revitalizing the
local associational units and forging contacts between themselves 
and consumer market actors. Some of their activities are supermarket
evaluations, yearly environmentally friendly weeks, and the national
member network Buy and Act Environmentally.

Many local society chapters have participated in evaluating neigh-
borhood supermarkets. Evaluating neighborhood supermarkets was
started spontaneously by a few members dedicated to green political

136 Political V irtue and Shopping

Michele-04.qxd  7/2/03  8:16 PM  Page 136



consumerism and is representative of more individualized collective
action. The idea caught on, became institutionalized, and was an
increasingly popular activity most probably because it gave members
and nonmembers a concrete, everyday-making result-oriented task.
Also, it engaged people from different walks of life and age groups.63

At most 2,000 supermarkets were audited in one year.64 Many local
chapter activists have developed a good rapport with local supermarket
managers. In certain areas, green political consumer activists have
been invited into stores to answer questions and inform customers
about eco-labeling.65 The evaluation checklists formed the basis for
awarding green supermarkets a diploma. Green political consumers
checked supermarkets for environmentally friendly and environmen-
tally dangerous products. In 1992 they were encouraged to pay par-
ticular attention to the presence of chlorine and the washing
detergent Via on supermarket shelves. Consumers were encouraged
to boycott these products, and supermarkets with these products
received minus points in the evaluations.66 Supermarkets that stopped
selling chlorine were listed in the associational magazine in 1993 and
1994.67 Over the years these grassroots, street-level evaluators have
also counted the number of KRAV-labeled foods and Good
Environmental Choice–labeled goods. Each year one or more super-
markets are chosen as Sweden’s most environmentally friendly store.
The storeowner receives a diploma at an awards ceremony. The local
press and the SNF associational magazine cover the ceremony, which
gives the stores good, free publicity. Manufacturers take note.68

Supermarkets use the SNF diploma in their advertisements.
Interestingly enough, anyone—not just members—concerned

with green political consumerism could use the Society’s supermarket
evaluation form. Not only is this kind of involvement low threshold
in character because it does not require membership or meeting
attendance, it shows how the SNF opened up its green political
consumerist network for the general public. These individualized col-
lective actors used the SNF as a base for their own environmental
work. The high level of involvement in this activity initially over-
whelmed Good Environmental Choice and forced it to develop more
standardized green auditing techniques that include a life-cycle
approach. The new more encompassing scheme is called Good
Environmental Choice Supermarket Choice.69 It was first used in
1998. Nine supermarkets received awards in 1999, and today the
entire chain of Coop Forum stores are eco-labeled.70

Giving awards to the best supermarkets is not the only green political
consumer member and nonmember activity. Environmentally Friendly
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Weeks have taken place every year since early 1989. Each year has its own
theme, one that has been agreed upon after deliberation within the unit.
The slogans for the themes are carefully crafted to receive public atten-
tion. “Dethrone King Edward” was the 2002 theme slogan. King
Edward is not the Swedish King but the name of a potato that requires
the use of pesticides because of its sensitive nature. Examples of other
yearly themes are Save the Forest’s Life (a joint effort with the national
SNF campaign on forests), why Swedes should eat lamb, the relationship
between food consumption and the environment, the life cycle of
bananas, unnecessary packages for supermarket goods, and the relation-
ship between energy and food consumption.

In the time period of this case study (1980–2000), more people
were involved in the yearly week than any other single SNF activity.
Involved actors are consumers, SNF members, network members,
journalists, politicians, and market actors. The week fills two purposes:
it shows what individuals can do on an everyday basis for the environ-
ment and gives the SNF publicity. The week is well-orchestrated and
planned well in advance. Local chapters decide for themselves how 
to set up the campaign week in their neighborhood. They request
campaign materials from the Good Environment Choice unit. In the
past, supermarket auditing was included in the week’s activities. Most
chapters participate in the yearly campaign week, and the local press
covers the events.71

Consumer and member dedication to Good Environmental
Choice has given it the support it needed to develop into a popu-
lar and respected green political consumerist institution that has
expanded its expertise in product labeling. Now it has criteria for 
evaluating means of transportation and puts its seal of approval on
environmentally friendly ones. The Swedish Railroad was the first
means of transportation to apply and receive the eco-label.72 It also
has developed criteria for evaluating building maintenance and labels
environmentally friendly producers of electricity. Deregulation in the
energy field in 1996 opened up this area for environmental activity.
Green electricity accounted for roughly 20 percent of all electricity
production in 1998 and the sale of green electricity increased over 50
percent in the next few years.73 Today it accounts for 10 percent of
the selling market.74 Reflecting a trend toward synthesis or harmo-
nization discussed in chapter 3, the unit also cooperates with KRAV,
TCO Development, discusses the environmental politics of coffee,
bananas, and so on, and offers links to the fair trade movement. The
Buy and Act Environmentally unit is involved in ventures to help
other countries imitate its institutional design and develop green
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political consumerism. It has cooperative agreements today with
Estonia and Poland.75 The Good Environmental Choice label is even
seen as a prototype in discussions on gender labeling in Sweden.76

The SNF’s experiences with green political consumerism have also
led it to view market actors as interesting cooperative partners and the
market as a feasible arena for environmental policymaking. It has par-
ticipated in working groups to develop Swedish forest stewardship
certification criteria; a considerable proportion of productive Swedish
forests (45 percent) are now classified as FSC forests.77 Good
Environmental Choice uses FSC forest materials as one of its criteria
for labeling paper, and it includes FSC materials in its criteria for
green electricity.78 This is another way in which labeling schemes sup-
port each other. It has also begun to ask employees to put pressure
on their companies to take greater responsibility for global warming.
An Internet feature allows consumers to request information on envi-
ronmental responsible investing, thus promoting SRI in Sweden.

The SNF has been effective in improving environmental standards
with its market-based focus.79 In some cases, as with certain mercury
batteries, the environmental struggle is considered to have been 
won. These batteries are no longer an associational priority. The situ-
ation is different for other products like chlorine-bleached paper 
and household chemicals. Here the SNF sees the need for continued
green political consumer diligence and associational pressure.80 Manu-
facturers have also mobilized against eco-labeling schemes; there 
is concern at the Good Environmental Choice unit that the EU 
will push for a European standard based on the EU-Flower label, an
eco-labeling scheme that the unit characterizes as confusing and inef-
fective, and that the WTO will make it more difficult for nationally
based eco-labels to exist alongside regulations against barriers to 
free trade.81

This section shows that there is political agency in political
consumerism, which can be harnessed by both individuals and
groups. Even when consideration is given to its side effects, political
consumerism has benefited the SNF. It has helped it hold its own in
the ever-changing Swedish society and created a new profile for the
association with an outreach broader than many of its traditional
activities. Green political consumerism has facilitated partnerships
with market actors and created new settings for dialogue with market
forces at the global, national, regional, and local levels. Its everyday
approach to solving environmental problems has appealed to new
groups of citizens seeking low threshold, hands-on involvement with
concrete issues that can be worked on in immediate, everyday ways
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and settings. Its local orientation encourages community building
across regional and political lines. The consumer orientation put the
SNF on the global map of non governmental organizations. Its suc-
cess has been viewed as a role model for other national eco-labeling
schemes. The eco-labeling scheme shows that political consumerism
at least in certain settings and circumstances is a viable tool to manage
environmental problems. The European Environmental Bureau, a
nongovernmental organization working within the EU, offered the
following assessment of Good Environmental Choice in 1999:

Eco-labelling has made Sweden the world champion in environmental
quality of cleaning agents used and the shining example of the effec-
tiveness of eco-labelling at the same time. The Soap Industry has
responded to the continuous pressure exerted by ever stricter eco-label
criteria and has been very well able to cope with it. . . . After eight years
90 percent of all household detergents are labelled and the amount
used has decreased by 15 percent. During this time, 45 percent of the
used chemicals were replaced with less problematic ones and another
15 percent completely eliminated. . . . EEB would like the European
Commission to insist on a much more meaningful policy . . . building
upon Swedish experience, set stricter targets to be achieved within a
given time-frame, and apply a transparent monitoring mechanism. . . .82

Middle-Class Women as Green Political
Consumer Agents

One of the most exciting results from the case study of Good
Environmental Choice in the 1980s and 1990s is the impact of green
political consumerism on creating new member activism in the SNF.
Green political consumerism has not only empowered the SNF. It has
also empowered members by giving them a new channel for involve-
ment. The everyday-making approach has brought the SNF closer to
local Swedish communities and residents in local communities closer
to each other. It has encouraged partnership between members, local
government, and local business. A relationship has been forged
through the dialogue among these actors and their everyday involve-
ments in concrete activities. This has created both a bridging kind of
trust between different groups and an internal bonding trust within
the SNF political consumerist network.83

A crucial group of members in these settings is middle-aged and
middle-class women. The membership statistics discussed in the pre-
vious section show a dramatic increase in members in the 1980s and
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early 1990s, but unfortunately it is not possible to receive exact infor-
mation on the number of women members. An estimate of the num-
ber of new women members is given in an attitudinal survey, which
indicates that more women than men joined the SNF in these years.
The survey indicates that many women became members because
they wanted to work with green consumer issues.84 The book “Act
and Buy Environmentally,” institutionalization of the eco-label, and
creation of the Act and Buy Environmentally member network in
1990 gave them an institutional home for involvement in their issues.
Before green political consumerism became an activity, women mem-
bers were rather invisible in the SNF. Organizational tradition catered
more to men. Men with a background in the natural sciences domi-
nated the organization numerically, and their understanding of nature
conservation had been given primacy in the association. Even the
main issues of the association (forest conservation, energy produc-
tion and use, and traffic problems) tended to reflect male priorities. 
Green political consumerism as an associational priority began to
improve the visibility of women. By 2000 about 80 percent of all new
members were women.85

The network Act and Buy Environmentally has given women an
organizational setting for green political activism. In the period under
study, the network was one of the most popular and successful net-
works in the association. Organizational networks allow members to
work on their priority issues outside their local chapter because they
bring together members interested in particular issues from all over
the country. The Act and Buy Environmentally network is dominated
by women. Material collected on it for the time period under study
shows that an overwhelming number of its contact people are
women.86 Women members have used the green political consumerist
network well. They are reported as stating that the network makes
them feel useful, and, as indicated earlier, the local network branches
are very active in promoting everyday green political consumerism in
their local communities. Women in smaller communities have often
been very involved, and they keep in touch with network members
nationally via the Internet and intranet conferences.87

What is particularly interesting about these women is that they dif-
fer considerably from typical SNF members, and they follow a pattern
of involvement for women found in other Nordic associations.88 The
SNF women active during the period of the case study are reported
as being extremely interested in the network and are visible, active,
and social in it. Social interaction in the network is an important pri-
ority, and they enjoy working together in groups for green political
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consumer causes. They would most likely score high on tests of such
civic skills as organizing meetings and public speaking. This ability
quite probably explains the popularity or success of the yearly Envi-
ronmentally Friendly Week. At the same time they tend to be rather
unconcerned about and uninterested in general SNF politics. As
related by officials at the Good Environmental Choice unit and other
SNF officials, these women are not interested in the Society’s parlia-
mentary affairs or procedural organizational democracy.89 Their com-
mitment to the organization is somewhat subpolitical, and they 
can be said to represent a special kind of late modern serial identity
that allows them to focus on certain organizational activities while
ignoring others.90

These women green political consumer activists fit many of the
characterizations of postmodernization. They are consumer-oriented,
concerned about the environment, unconcerned about organizational
status, and uninterested in institutional hierarchies. The network is
important for them because it gives them influence over their every-
day lives and a forum for taking responsibility for future generations.
They want this everyday influence but not organizational status 
or power. In this sense, they question the male priorities that have
dominated the SNF.91 Good Environmental Choice network women
members can be contrasted to the typical male member who tends to
be older in age, a loner, oriented toward the natural sciences, and
more concerned about organizational status. His focus is also more on
nature conservation per se and although a loner he is more involved
with collectivist collective action, as reflected in concerns about 
organizational status. He may even question whether green political
consumerism is really an environmental concern.92

SNF officials are aware of these differences and attempt to bridge
them in various ways, for instance by formulating themes for the
Environmentally Friendly Week that bring nature conservationists
and green political consumers together in working groups. In the past
they used amusing characterizations for the two groups. The men
were called “beetle-bug geezers” (skalbaggsgubbar) for their focus on
nature conservation and fragmented view of environmental life-cycle
assessments. They were characterized as driving their cars out into the
forest to look at bugs without reflection on the environmental effects
of driving a vehicle powered by fossil fuels on the health of the bugs,
the forest, and the environment in general.93 The women were called
“plastic-cup protesting women” (plastmugstanter) for their intense
concentration on very concrete everyday use of products and everyday
issues as leaving ecological footprints and impacting the global
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ecological balance. The differences between men and women that
have come to the surface because of green consumerism in the SNF
are reflected in the character of the Good Environmental Choice
itself, which is dominated by women. Unlike other activity areas,
most of the people on the unit staff are women, and most people who
apply for positions at the unit are women.94

From this case study, it can be concluded that it seems that green
political consumerism appeals more to women than men, as discussed
in chapter 1, due to their different perceptions of environmental risks
and that green political consumerism as a tool used by civil society
associations seems to suit women more than men. This finding is 
substantiated by attitudinal research reported earlier, which shows
women as predominant users of labeling schemes (see chapter 3).

Market-Based Bridging and Bonding: A New
Evolving Swedish Model?

TCO Development, KRAV, the success of FSC in Sweden, and the
Act and Buy Environmentally effort of the SNF shows clearly that
political consumerism can be a new way of doing environmental pol-
itics in this small Northern European country. As such, it refocuses
the venue of the political struggle from the political system to the
marketplace. Environmental policymaking is no longer only the pre-
rogative of legislative chambers, the offices of ministries and public
agencies, and courtrooms. It concerns the manufacturing of products
and corporate policy and is the prerogative of actors wanting to use
the market as an arena for politics. Boycotts and labeling schemes
politicize the manufacturing of products. The hands-on consumer
involvement in the form of family shopping choices, dialogue with
store managers, and yearly political consumerist weeks discussed in
this chapter is a kind of market-based political lobbying at the most
grassroots level imaginable. It involves daily routines performed by
almost every person in society. And it shows that consumption is
more than a private matter. The case study reported in this chapter
illustrates well how private consumption has become a political issue.

The SNF’s efforts are a particularly good example of the impact of
consumer awareness and involvement in politicized market affairs.
They show how green political consumerism can improve and
enhance member involvement, lead to a renewal of civil society asso-
ciations, and play an important part in environmental risk manage-
ment. Political parties, the Cabinet ministry, business people, public
agencies, and other civil society associations have taken notice.
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Market-based environmental action in the form of the SNF eco-label
and other efforts have facilitated new manufacturing practices and
changed the chemical composition in batteries, papers, soaps, sham-
poos, detergents, cleaners, and so on in a more environmental direc-
tion, which are having a positive environmental impact. Its product
selection is growing in size, and its eco-labeled products are now
mainstreamed and sold in all large supermarkets and have a respectable
and increasing market share. Most likely many shoppers do not even
realize that they are choosing an eco-labeled product in their daily
trips to the market.

Political consumerism is a controversial subject for the SNF. Some
members argue that the main focus of the association should be on
promoting a production-orientation “polluter pays principle.” Others
emphasize the importance of a consumption-oriented green political
consumer strategy. More research is necessary on this and other
examples of Swedish political consumerism as well as those from other
countries to assess the involvement and impact of the SNF effort
more fully. Also, the general political agency of political consumerism
has yet to be determined. In particular, scholars should follow the
efforts underway in the fair trade, no sweat movement, which is cur-
rently mobilizing considerable support among younger people and
influencing global perceptions of free trade.

Yet with our current state of limited knowledge, it seems reason-
able to conclude that the SNF effort is rather unique for Sweden and
the rest of the world. Global actors see it as a unique civil society,
member-driven, market-based labeling scheme. Many other national-
based eco-labeling schemes are run by government and lack the 
public support of Good Environmental Choice.95 Also, unlike most
eco-labels currently in operation, it creates arenas for action. As dis-
cussed earlier, Act and Buy Environmentally has created arenas in
local settings in towns and cities as well as a national network for
members to come together to meet and discuss green political con-
sumerism. This is its bonding function. It has also created new 
settings for political action in a time when citizens find conventional
channels of participation less appealing.96 It has opened up political
space for women. The yearly buy and act environmentally weeks have
created small, very local political consumer communities that express
values held by other groups in Sweden and across the globe. The cre-
ated arenas have given concerned citizen-consumers a site to express
their postmaterialistic values and a setting for their subpolitical more
individualized involvement, an opportunity that conventional politics
has not yet been able to offer citizens. Also, as already alluded to and
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discussed further in the concluding chapter, these kinds of involve-
ments are creating social capital and societal trust.

Another highly interesting aspect of the SNF’s involvement in
green political consumerism is the contacts that it has had with indus-
try since the mid-1980s. Earlier in this chapter, these contacts were
analyzed in terms of trends toward ecological modernization. The
SNF played a brokerage or bridging role, which encouraged groups
to build new coalitions with new steering capacities, as exemplified by
the Good Environmental Choice eco-label. These contacts between
opposites—environmental activists and industry officials—are remi-
niscent of the corporatist contacts between labor and capital that laid
the basis for the Swedish welfare state.97 Embedded in a Swedish
context the contacts between the SNF and industry may even be seen
as the initial efforts in creating a new Swedish model, the flagship of
Swedish political culture.

Before the Swedish model became a way of characterizing the
Swedish welfare state, it was used to explain the partnership or coop-
eration between labor and capital. Unions and employer associations
did not agree on labor market issues, and they demonstrated their dis-
agreements contentiously in strikes and lockouts. They knew that they
as labor market actors were dependent on each other and began to
realize that contentious behavior was not improving their respective
situations. Cooperative endeavors began from the late 1920s. The
formative event was the signing of the Agreement of Saltsjöbad, 
a cooperative venture between the dominant central organization for
working-class labor, the Swedish Trade Union Council (LO), and the
dominant central organization for employers, the Swedish Employers’
Association (SAF). The agreement concerned the politics of prod-
ucts—unionization rights, unemployment, and business profits—and
the state’s need for labor peace to increase public revenues. It was a
partnership among former enemies who had tested each other’s
strength in strikes and lockouts without any one side being declared
a winner. State threats to intervene in the labor market with regu-
latory legislation encouraged these countervailing powers to sit
together and have a meeting.98 Organized capital and labor were
both opposed to state intervention in the labor market. It was, there-
fore, in their self-interest to cooperate. These two strong labor 
market actors had different goals but labor peace was the means for
them to reach their goals. The representatives of labor were con-
cerned about unemployment and wages while those of capital wanted
businesses to make a profit. Strikes and lockouts were counterpro-
ductive for these goals. Labor peace could lead to jobs, higher wages,
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profits, and public revenues in the form of taxes for the state. The
Saltsjöbad agreement paved the way for decades of labor market
peace that were duly noted internationally. Labor market actors from
other countries began to visit Sweden to learn from the experience.
The agreement also established cross-sphere cooperative ventures as 
a viable way to improve society.99 The culture of cooperation that the
agreement created became the hallmark of modern capitalism in
Sweden. Its roots were the ability of conflicting powerful actors to
bring themselves to a negotiating table. It was the Swedish model of
first modernity (see chapter 1 for a discussion of the term modernity).

The establishment of Good Environmental Choice can be inter-
preted as an imitation or a reproduction of a key aspect of Swedish
political culture, namely the bridging of interests of opposites through
dialogue, deliberation, and mutual strength and respect. It is one of
the key institutions in the creation of what I venture to call the
Swedish Model of environmental peace. This “late modernity”
Swedish model shows how cooperation among conflicting and pow-
erful actors is creating compromise and stability in environmental
affairs. The actors involved in these discussion rounds are different
from those in industrial society times, whose orientation was produc-
tion not consumption, and just like their predecessors, who did not
always agree on all details and suggested ways of solving problems,
they are willing to engage in deliberation together. One set of groups
reflects the postindustrial values of green political consumers and envi-
ronmental associations and represents a consumption orientation.
They meet with another set of groups, the manufacturers and retailers
catering to consumer society, to discuss the green politics of products.
The state is also present, though its role differs somewhat from the one
it played in the making of labor peace. It may threaten with “com-
mand and control” politics, and it also plays a supportive, parameter-
defining function. Its environmental legislation sets an important
normative parameter for the cooperative agreements, political parties
supportive of the environmental cause are in Parliament and govern-
ment, and the SNF has been able to use existing public policy as a
baseline for its formulation of green criteria for labeling. Government
policy has, thus, created a forum for discussion on green political con-
sumerist endeavors, and it has had many of the SNF environmental
issues, including chlorine-bleached paper and the greening of energy,
on its political agenda. On occasion the state has granted financial sup-
port (seed money) to start green consumerist projects. At the same
time, it has the ear of industry. Most importantly, it has given legiti-
macy to green consumerist market-based labeling schemes through
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both its own procurement practices as an institutional consumer and
the praise it has given the SNF’s eco-labeling and other schemes.

Although SNF officials recognize the support that government has
given market-based environmental regulation, they have not always
been pleased with the positive assessment given by government. 
They see this praise as a way for government to avoid taking political
responsibility for serious environmental problems by passing the 
buck on the regulation of industry from hard law to soft law, that is,
to voluntary compliance in negotiations between civil society actors
and business institutions. Also, they express the belief that govern-
ment should be responsible for operating eco-labels, not civil soci-
ety,100 as is common practice in most other European countries.101

There is, as mentioned earlier, a strong commitment to political 
system–oriented environmental policy within the SNF that questions
the power of consumer-oriented approaches.

In the long run, active government involvement in the first-
modernity Swedish model of labor market peace was not a successful
venture. It changed the balance of power among the labor unions and
employers’ associations, which politicized the labor market ideologi-
cally, led to legislative measures that irritated the interest of capital,
which decided to take action to dismantle corporatism, and even
weakened the grassroots base of labor.101 Ecological modernization is
also based on opposites finding common ground through dialogue,
deliberation, and focused problem-solving. It is similar to the Swedish
model because political values and market forces define its parame-
ters. Time will tell if more active government involvement is neces-
sary for the Good Environmental Choice eco-label or whether old
regulatory tools (legislation) begin to replace new ones (market-
based schemes). The parameters for a civil society generated and a
market-based labeling scheme that is national in orientation are rap-
idly changing in the present decade of increased economic and polit-
ical regional globalization of Europe. Perhaps the emerging late
modernity Swedish model of environmental peace represented by the
“Agreement of Good Environmental Choice” will need to be com-
plemented or replaced by a more proactive governmental presence 
now that the parameters for market-based cooperative ventures are
changing.
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5

Shopping with and for V irtues

Why Virtues Today?

Virtues are generic benchmarks to help us navigate in the debates
on what is good and bad, right and wrong, and who are them and us.
They have always played a role in politics, community, and in eco-
nomic and private life.1 We use virtues as a basis for passing judgment
on politicians, company owners, people we meet in brief but frequent
daily encounters, and in family relations. Virtues and ethics are again
a public focus because we sense that social, political, and economic
interactions have changed and this threatens the roots and values
embedded in our political, economic, and social communities. The
shifts to globalization, individualization, postmodernization, risk
society, and governance discussed in chapter 1 make us ponder about
the quality of political, social, and economic life and make us aware
that our communities are local, national, regional, and global in ori-
entation. The shifts also imply that today more responsibility is put on
individuals to formulate their own conceptions of right and wrong.2

Good responsibility-taking requires the use of virtues.
An important finding reported in this book is that we now see a

new sharing of responsibility for setting moral standards among the
political, economic, and private spheres. A consequence of the politi-
cal landscape changes—governance, globalization, individualization,
postmodernization, and reflexive modernization—is that it is no
longer possible to make sharp distinctions between politics, econom-
ics, and private life. This means that we as individuals cannot assume
that we have taken sufficient responsibility for ensuring a good life
and a sustainable future by voting in elections and paying fees to
membership associations. The complexities of contemporary life have
broadened the meaning of the term political. Our everyday conduct
crosses the divide between politics, economics, and private life and, as
reflected in the footprint metaphor, this crossover is increasingly
important for our understanding of politics.
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Virtues help people understand the importance of their everyday
lives for other people’s daily existence. Classic character virtues help
people formulate their more individualized philosophy of life 
and apply their life philosophies in the different spheres in a coherent
fashion.3 These virtues appear in the phenomenon of political con-
sumerism. This book has discussed in different ways how political
consumerism is developing as an ethical guideline for citizens to take
responsibility in our more complex, risk-filled, globalized world.
Whether in the form of boycotts or buycotts, political consumerism
brings virtues to the marketplace and into everyday consumer
choices. Consumers in growing numbers shop with and for virtues.
They make consumer choices on the basis of their virtues, and boy-
cott and buycott campaigns encourage people to demand that virtues
are present in marketplace transactions. Virtues are used to assess the
politics behind the products sold in the global marketplace. But just
like any other public or private activity, political consumerism is not
necessarily only a virtuous phenomenon. The anti-Jewish boycott in
the 1930s shows how vices can be practiced in shopping situations,
and the Disney boycott illustrates well how political consumerist
activities can include both virtues and vices. It is also the case that
virtues can be understood differently. People may, as exemplified by
the boycotts against Jewish merchants by African Americans, dis-
cussed in chapter 2, take their own situation as the point of departure
for evaluating justice and fairness.

Yet what is interesting with the phenomenon of political 
consumerism is its normative stance that virtues should be embedded
in market transactions. Democratic political consumerism is a virtue-
practicing activity. As such, it is an example of phronesis: virtues in
action in everyday settings.4 Both classical and civic virtues are in play.
We see the classical virtues of courage, uprightness, moderation, and
fair-mindedness in many of the examples discussed in chapters 2–4.
These classical character traits are crucial in situations in which citizens
take more responsibility in their own hands. They are what Tocqueville
would perhaps have called necessary virtues for the right kind of 
self-interest and what Shelly Burtt, the political philosopher discussed
in chapter 1, would view as essential traits for a non-privatist under-
standing of self-interest. Scholars of postmodernization and reflexive 
modernization would define them as the core of individualization.
Uprightness and fair-mindedness place self-interest in a broader con-
text. They allow people to embed their concerns in societal and public
concerns without requiring that they renounce their self-interests
entirely. Uprightness and fair-mindedness are the basis of the private
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virtue tradition of political consumerism, which begins with the 
individual’s own personal needs and activities to promote them.

Other classical virtues can be found in the phenomenon of political
consumption. Empathy means that individuals identify with other per-
sons or try to put themselves in the other person’s situation. A more
modern translation is perhaps solidarity and social justice, which imply
that people contextualize their situation before making a final decision
on actions. This action may, for instance, involve a shopping choice of
sports shoes for their family. Empathy implies an act of balancing a
self-orientation with an other-orientation in situations of choice. At
times consumers need information to embed their choices in this fash-
ion, which as discussed in chapter 3 can come in the form of labeling
schemes and advice on socially responsible investing. Empathy, social
justice, and solidarity are the basis of the public virtue tradition of
political consumerism. In this tradition, consumers begin with con-
cerns for the situation of other people and then attempt to find 
necessary products that reflect their concern for the plight of others.

Moderation is another classic virtue that we see in the phenomenon
of political consumerism. It is an important fundament of the footprint
metaphor of sustainable consumption. Perhaps the virtue of moderation
is best expressed as the thriftiness side of green political consumerism.
Chapter 4 discusses how Swedish consumers are taught that there are
products not worthy of eco-labeling and that they need to make choices
about how much of what to consume. Sustainable development, which
can probably be viewed as a postmodern translation of the virtue of
moderation, demands that people rethink their level of consumption.

A virtue that we increasingly find in political consumerist settings
is patience, which too is a modernized version of moderation.
Patience requires citizens to understand that their ethical expectations
on the marketplace take time to implement. Their sense of urgency
for individualized action may not have an immediate impact, but indi-
vidual actions are still necessary for the process to continue in the
right direction. Expectations may concern more environmental pro-
duction methods, changes in corporate policy and practices, and even
implementation of decided-upon criteria throughout an entire chain
of production. Website after website stresses the need for consumers
to persist in their actions even in the face of minor and major setbacks.
The desire for fast results—impatience—is similar to the vice of 
greediness. Patience can, therefore, be seen as a kind of constant 
generosity with one’s time, expectations, and financial resources.

Even other classical virtues come into play in political consumerism.
Honesty implies that people tell the truth and do not hide their 
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feelings and actions from other people. In political consumerism, it is
perhaps not so much individual consumers who need to exercise the
virtue of honesty. Rather producers of products and the institutions
that run labeling schemes, stewardship certifications, and socially
responsible investments must do so. Honest producers provide truth-
ful information on the contents of their products, corporate policy,
and in their marketing efforts. Honesty also implies that the produc-
ers follow the instructions of labeling schemes once they are certified
and do not try to fool the public with less truthful claims about their
products. Honesty in this setting is more a virtue that applies to those
collective actors responsible for the politics of products. Dishonesty
does not pay, as illustrated by the actions taken by political consumers
against corporations and other political consumerist actors who have
not really been truthful to their obligations. Poignant examples are
found in the continued Nestlé boycotts and in criticism of Nike for its
earlier claims that it had improved its offshore working conditions.

Transparency and trustworthiness are important character traits for
corporations and political consumerist institutions. They are modern-
ized versions of the virtue of honesty and the basis of their public
legitimacy.5 Transparency means that corporations must open their
company doors to the interested public and give them information on
the ingredients in their products and their production methods.
Labeling schemes must publicize their evaluating criteria and ensure
consumers that their criteria are legitimate. Often this means that they
invite all shareholders to help formulate criteria, give the public access
to information on their criteria, and do not have hidden ties with the
producers to whom they grant labeling licenses. If political con-
sumerist institutions call boycotts, they need to ensure the public that
they have checked all the facts and make an honest assessment about
the politics of the product. Their assessment of the situation must 
be trustworthy. Otherwise their goodwill or honest reputation will be
tarnished, as Greenpeace learned the hard way in its 1995 boycott 
of the Shell Oil Company for its plans to destroy an oil platform at
sea. Greenpeace was so eager to condemn Shell Oil that it overstated
its case, that is, it did not have a complete factual basis for its claims.
It conceded to what we may call here the temptations of the vice of
greediness (impatience, eagerness, and wanting publicity) in its zeal to
gain attention for its cause. Many boycotts lack in this and other virtues.
Perhaps a lack of virtues explains why boycotts are so contentious and
difficult to use as a tool in political consumerist collective action.

The virtue of wisdom is also found in political consumerism.
Wisdom is a synthesis of other virtues, a kind of meta-virtue. Wise
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people balance the virtues of courage, uprightness, fair-mindedness,
moderation, honesty, and empathy in their total assessments of the
actions of individuals, groups, corporations, and states. A modern
name for wisdom is knowledge, in the meaning of enlightened under-
standing. Every political consumer requires knowledge about the pol-
itics of a product—what the problem is, why it is a problem, and how
smart shopping can solve it. Knowledge is even necessary for citizens
to assess adequately whether labeling schemes, socially responsible
investing, codes of conduct, and so on are advantageous for democ-
racy and whether their positions on different consumer choice issues
form a cohesive whole. Enlightened understanding is also important
for citizens to evaluate if political consumerist campaigns advertised
on the Internet should be supported or whether they represent false
claims of justice and ethics. Knowledge is necessary to assess whether
political consumerist activities show signs of effectiveness or not.

Virtues form the basis of democratic political consumerism. An
important part of political consumerist activity is the teaching of
virtues and their practice in daily consumer choice situations. The
political consumerist institutions discussed in this book focus on
informing the public about the political and ethical implications of
the products they purchase on a daily basis. They dedicate a consid-
erable part of their resources to awareness training so that people
understand the global politics of products. Special campaigns, like the
ones on coffee and clothing, are started to help consumers under-
stand what their choice entails for our common global future. The
campaigns’ emphasis on fair play, solidarity, and moderation show
how they reach out to virtues as a way of framing their messages.

Virtues are also important because new regulatory tools as politi-
cal consumerism must base their activities and institutions in a moral
understanding that meets with stakeholders’ approval. This book
shows how virtues are the backbone or common ground for mutual
understanding of problems. They provide the basic or generic argu-
ment for why involved but diverse actors need to come together 
to discuss mutual concerns. They also show what character traits are
necessary for successful dialog among these actors.

Political consumerism is evolving into a way of doing politics 
in our more globalized, postmodern, governance-oriented, and indi-
vidualized world. Virtues are necessary to develop a market-based 
platform for development that balances and respects the demands 
of political, economic, and private life. They are crucial for positive
political consumerism whose basis is inclusive dialogue among all
stakeholders, who have tended to view each other as adversaries with
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opposing interests. Virtues form the roots for the growth of trustful
relations, a topic discussed in the next section. They are also impor-
tant for developing new role responsibilities and actor categories, as
exemplified by the terms citizen-consumer, corporate citizenship,
socially responsible investors, and private governments (see chapter 1).

Responsible Shopping, Social Capital,
and Trust

Participation in political consumerist activities contributes to the
political community in two important ways. It builds bridges across
different groups in society and bonds likeminded people more
closely. Bridging and bonding are two forms of social capital. They
create trust that facilitates cooperation among people.6 Brokerage, as
discussed in chapter 1, is similar to bridging social capital. Involved
actors are encouraged to build new coalitions to develop new steer-
ing capacities. We see both bridging and bonding social capital in the
historical examples with the housewives’ revolts as perhaps the most
poignant example, in the designing of contemporary political con-
sumerist institutions, and in the case study reported in chapter 4.
Ecological modernization has also at its core bridging or brokerage
community-building in that it encourages actors to create networks
with other actors generally viewed as holding opposing views regard-
ing environmentalism and sustainable development. The shareholder
approach to problem-solving does this as well because all involved
actors are encouraged to participate in discussions on how to identify
common problems and participate in managing them.

Citizen involvement in political consumerism is initiated by 
everyday self-interest (private virtues) or concern about the everyday
consumption of goods on our common well-being (public virtues).
Collective action is needed to bring together actors representing the
private virtue tradition of political consumerism with those represent-
ing the public virtue tradition. A good example is the collective action
needed to develop forest stewardship certification as discussed in
chapter 3. The actors representing the private virtue tradition of polit-
ical consumerism were forest owners, furniture manufacturers, and
the like. The actors representing the public virtue tradition were envi-
ronmentalists and humanitarian groups. Once collective action united
or bridged their private and public virtues a bond of trust was estab-
lished and it became possible to develop the political consumerist
institution of forest stewardship certification. This community build-
ing or coalition building reinforces the legitimacy or trustworthiness
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of the certification scheme because it is has as its base the virtues of
honesty, uprightness, and fair-mindedness. Then it is up to everyday
consumers to use these arrangements as consumer’s guide. Consumer
involvement is more like individualized collective action because con-
sumers do not need to join together in groups to satisfy their own
shopping needs, be they public or private in nature. All they need to
do is rely on the labeling scheme.

Use of labeling schemes is not the only form of everyday political
consumerism at the grassroots level. Political consumerist networks
and movements encourage more active involvement on the part of
citizens and consumers. People use political consumerism as a way to
satisfy their need for social and political engagement. Social capital 
is present in these instances. The historical examples and the case
study show the importance of social capital for political consumerism
and the importance of political consumerism for social capital. Thus,
political consumerism both needs and generates social capital.

Social capital can be viewed in different ways. A general, well-
accepted view used in this book is the features of social organization
that can improve the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated
actions.7 Examples of such features that can be found in the literature
are trust, norms, and networks. Social capital is frequently measured
by membership and involvement in civil society associations.8

Scholars believe that social capital is created in such groups and that
they are necessary for cooperation among citizens for involvement in
politics, society, and economics.9 Social capital is, thus, necessary for
democratic and sustainable development.10

An important finding from chapter 4 is that the presence of 
environmental associations was essential for the promotion of green
political consumerism in Sweden. Research on other eco-labeling
schemes’ successes reports the same finding.11 These associations were
able to put green political consumerism on the civil society and polit-
ical agenda and were able to help create public awareness about the
environmental politics of products because they could mobilize their
members in new cooperative ventures. The SNF was able to use its
legitimacy in the environmental field—social capital at the aggregate
level—to develop a green political consuming standard perceived 
as legitimate and trustworthy by large groups of people. Good
Environmental Choice is also an example of a globally unique effort
in political consumerism because it is entirely based in civil society.
Most other schemes include state institutions as founding members.
The case study reports how successful use of political consumerism
builds upon the already accumulated and institutionalized social
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capital found in established civil society associations. In fact, the 
presence of social capital in Swedish civil society is an important expla-
nation for the development of political consumerism in the country.
Otherwise, as discussed in chapter 4, we would assume that a country
with a strong proactive social democratic state would not need to use
the market as an arena for politics. Thus social capital plays an enabling
role in political consumerism. It is a platform for activity. This is a com-
mon finding in studies on social capital and political participation,
which verifies theoretical discussions on the direction of the causal link
between social capital and citizen engagement.12

What is interesting about political consumerism as illustrated in the
examples in chapters 2–4 is that it also creates social capital. It is a
platform for social capital. This means that the causal link between
political consumerism and social capital goes in the opposite direction
than the one described above and found in most studies. Political
consumerism links individual citizens and actors together into newly
created networks and institutions to pursue their self-interests or pub-
lic interests. This is different from the brokerage function of social
capital because they were not established groups with accumulated
social capital that were bridged together into cooperative ventures.
Neither does it just strengthen bonds among likeminded individuals.
We see in chapters 2 and 4 how political consumerism creates coop-
erative settings, behaviors, and trust. Both the private and public
virtue traditions play a role here. People were brought together
because of family and public concerns. Qualities of the phenomenon
of political consumerism such as its low-threshold character, blurring
of the public/private divide, use of the market as an arena for politics,
and concentration on products as political problems explain its ability
to create social capital. Worries about consumer goods give people a
reason to come together at their local supermarket, in civil society
meeting rooms, and in online settings. People create bond with other
people when they find that their private worries are shared by others.
This creates a new identity, a serial identity as consumers caring 
about genetically modified food and chemical pesticides on potatoes.
Political consumerism opens up new public space for citizens to base
their cooperative endeavors in everyday concerns of what and where
to shop. They do not need to be socialized into an association’s ide-
ology or apply for formal membership. Rather, cooperative efforts
develop from everyday concerns and in more concrete, everyday,
practical ways. These kinds of efforts, as shown in the chapters in this
book, cross conventional political and social cleavages and they tie
people together closely. In doing so, they create forums and networks
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for social interaction and trust. The forums may be completely new in
the sense that they are independent from established political homes
or new arenas within them.

Everyday political consumerism as well as the highly rational
action-based constitutional community-building efforts illustrated by
labeling schemes foster collaboration among bonding groups who are
normally locked in conflict relationships or who have difficulty in
understanding how collective action can benefit them personally. In
the case of forestry labels, the opposing groups include indigenous
peoples, environmentalists, forest owners, and furniture producers.
For Good Environmental Choice such old adversaries as consumer
and producer associations started joint projects. Even individual 
consumers and individual retailers have stopped mistrusting each
other and work jointly to improve product assortment in the local
supermarket. In the historical examples we found that women from
different regions, social classes, religions, political persuasions, and
ethnic groups formed networks to satisfy their everyday family needs.
These examples show how political consumerism creates bridging
social capital among diversified groups of people.

The trust-building and community-building function of political
consumerism deserves more scholarly attention. We need to study
more closely whether the creation of social capital by political con-
sumerism is developing new actor categories and possibly new spheres
of action, an issue raised in a later section in this chapter. We also need
to penetrate further the role of women in the creation of political
consumerist social capital. From the case study we learn that middle-
class women play a crucial role in the creation of social capital
through everyday political consumerism.

There are different ways of understanding the relationship between
women and social capital in political consumerism. The first is the
network character of political consumerism and women’s attraction to
networks as a form of action. As shown in the case study and in other
research,13 women find network structures a very appropriate and
comfortable way to be involved in political, economic, and social life.
Networks are based on dialogue and interaction, a kind of activity
that research shows suits women well.14 Networks can be contrasted
with a more male-oriented activity like the signing of contracts, 
which also builds trust but does so in a regulated legal fashion, and
formal organizational democracy. Networks are relevant for social
capital because their informal character creates interpersonal trust.
Theoretical and empirical research shows a close relationship between
interpersonal trust building and more generalized or abstract trust,15
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which in my theoretical framework implies cross-sphere cooperation.
The second explanation takes its point of departure in women’s sen-
sitivity to environmental risks, which as discussed theoretically in
chapter 1 and studied empirically in chapter 4 means that they have a
lower threshold for environmental problems than men. Women react
more negatively to the use of pesticides and other poisonous sub-
stances on goods needed for their family. This triggers their engage-
ment in green political consumerism. A third probable explanation is
the time women (as opposed to men) spend on shopping for daily
needs and the kind of responsibility they assume as opposed to men
for the well-being of their families. This time allocation characterizes
many countries.16

Political Consumerism Criticized

Political consumerism is controversial participative activity. As dis-
cussed in chapter 1, scholars find it questionable. But instead of
arousing their academic curiosity as a “gold mine” for theoretical,
methods-oriented, and empirical research, many scholars react politi-
cally. For some reason, they believe that scientific studies of political
consumerism are political statements in themselves. This reaction is
particularly common among American social scientists. They con-
demn the phenomenon of political consumerism as a right-wing, 
left-wing, or inconsequential political activity. This is indeed a sur-
prising academic response given the American examples discussed in
this book and the richness of the phenomenon as an area of study for
the social sciences. Political consumerism and the market as an arena
for politics should be studied in the current research focus on new
forms of citizen involvement in politics and society and community
building. Other important areas for research are outlined in the
appendix.

Political consumerism is a political phenomenon that we have 
yet to study, interpret, and analyze fully. It provokes strong reactions
for a variety of reasons. We do not know how to place it ideologi-
cally on a left-right continuum of political struggle, and it may well
be the case as with other forms of more postmodern reflexive involve-
ments that it cannot be placed in any one ideological camp. Political
consumerism questions our conventional conceptions of the public/
private divide. It takes a clear stand for an integration of the public and
private sphere, as illustrated by the footprint metaphor used in sus-
tainable development. That our private wants and desires as expressed
in consumer choice have public significance is a controversial
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standpoint for many people. It signals a kind of individualized 
responsibility-taking for common well-being that challenges political
ideological conceptions of the political. It means that politics is more
than the doings of the political system and representative democracy,
implying that private attitudes, choices, and behavior may have
important political content and concern other people. Political con-
sumerism is, thus, controversial because it opens up more of our own
lives to public and political thought and inspection and sanctions 
the role of individuals as legitimate political agents. Conservatives,
neoliberals and others with ideological affinities on the Right find this
standpoint both unreasonable and provocative. Yet it forms the basis
of feminist thought and is playing an increasingly important role in
academic thinking on sustainable development.17

A second hot issue is the political consumerist standpoint that the
political and economic spheres are not separate entities working
according to different logics of action. Critics argue that the mixing
of spheres is deludingly dangerous because it leads to a loss of an
actor’s sense of direction and rationality. Mixing morality and the
market is creating a crossbreed capitalist, corporate actor, and con-
sumer who “arrogates for itself a political role, which is bad for 
business and bad for politics.”18 Proponents of political consumerism,
along with their predecessor in the public interest movement in 
the United States, argue that we cannot choose whether or not to
view corporations or consumers as pure economic actors because 
the power of business in the world today has politicized them.
Corporations are political because they can exercise influence over
political systems and political relations in countries across the globe.
Private corporations have, therefore, evolved into political actors and
institutions. As alluded to in chapter 1, they are now a new actor 
category, private governments, and need to exercise new actor char-
acteristics, corporate citizenship, and business ethics. These new actor
and characteristic categories imply the need for corporations to inter-
nalize the same democratic demands placed on government. Political
consumerism and the public interest organizations argue that trans-
parency, accountability, justice, responsibility, and citizen participa-
tion are virtues that apply to private corporations. They do not
condemn market capitalism and acknowledge that private corpora-
tions and self-interest have a role to play in societal betterment. The
same reasoning applies to individual citizens, who are encouraged to
be socially responsible investors, another new actor category that
amalgamates previously separate categories from the spheres of eco-
nomics and politics. Political consumerists argue that citizen concern
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for their own private lives can be used in a beneficial way for society
at large. Privately oriented virtues have, thus, a public role to play, or
as stated by political scientist David Vogel: “In reality, the only way
that one can really live as a ‘public citizen’ is to make a living at it; 
the public-interest movement has succeeded so well, in part because
it has been able to make defense of the ‘public interest’ into a source
of private, economic gain, however modest.”19

Political consumerism provokes controversy in other ways as well.
A third criticism is that it is flight from politics. People holding this
view consider it an ersatz for proper democratic politics and engage-
ments, whose focus is the political system and government regulatory
policy. They raise two basic criticisms that relate to the theoretical dis-
cussion in chapter 1 on the government/governance distinction and
subpolitics/individualized collective action. Scholars who subscribe
to the government approach of politics emphasis the need for gov-
ernment action in the form of “command and control” public policy
and state economic intervention. They are wary of effort to use the
market as an arena for politics because it can be read as a stance
against strong government. They fear that political consumerism will
encourage governments to float responsibility to other actors and
spheres, thus weakening the political system and government as the
basis of politics and democracy.20

Findings in this book show that public policy is an important 
platform for political consumerist institutions. The institutions use
existing public policy as a floor to construct their “beyond compli-
ance” criteria. In some cases political consumerist institutions have
developed because government is seen as slow in acting on market-
based problems and has floated its responsibility. Civil society actors
have mobilized to find ways of solving or managing serious prob-
lems because of these governability weaknesses. Good Environmental
Choice is an example. In other cases, the findings show that govern-
ment alone has not been able to deal effectively with the transboundary
problems created by common pool resource exploitation and economic
globalization. Governments have not been able to act together. Their
collective-action problems prompt the creation of market-based volun-
tary institutions, as forest stewardship certification and fair trade labels,
which set up voluntary regulatory frameworks that can be applied glob-
ally. The political consumerist institutions established for this reason
have created cooperation among diverse actors as a proxy or perhaps
replacement for supra-governmental action.

Not only has it been argued that political consumerism allows and
perhaps encourages government’s flight from politics (proactive
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behavior and making tough decisions). It is said to encourage citizens
to exit politics and established political homes by enticing them to
satisfy their interests and needs for political action in market-oriented
buycotts and boycotts. This occurs because political consumerism
gives people the sense that they are participating politically but in
reality they are only shopping as individuals to satisfy private needs
and wants. The argument is that smart shopping cannot begin to rec-
tify the wrongs committed by multinational companies or make the
world greener, better, and more just. It is a quick fix for a sense of
political urgency expressed by politically impatient people and just
another public relations trick used by private industry to convince cit-
izens to continue to buy “new” products.21 Political consumerism is
an example of the fall of public man and the self-obsessive nature of
consumer society, which turns citizens away from the political sphere
and what in chapter 1 was called collectivistic collective action.22

Political consumerist individualized collective action in the form of
smart shopping, boycotts, and Internet activism is an excuse for citi-
zens to insulate themselves from contact with the political system and
established political homes. For civil society the result is disastrous.
“Bowling alone” is the metaphor now used to capture this fall of 
public man.23

But is “emailing alone”24 as illustrated by the Nike Email
Exchange really evidence of the fall of the public person? The findings
in this book show that this position lacks sufficient substantiation and
is, therefore, not the only way of assessing political consumerist
actions, actors, and institutions. Findings from chapter 2 emphasize
how political consumerism gives simple folks a political tool to civilize
capitalism25 and create regulatory mechanisms in areas where the
state is unable or does not want to act effectively. It empowered mar-
ginalized citizens politically. American scholars analyze the impor-
tance of what we in this book call political consumer activity in the
United States by pointing to the relative weakness of the political
sphere and its actors when compared to the economic sphere and its
actors. This is reported clearly in historical studies of the use of polit-
ical consumerism by the American labor movement.26 Boycotts are
still an important tool for American trade unions. Preliminary results
also show that political consumerism is used in countries lacking a
good democratic foundation. Nigeria is an example. Disempowered,
suppressed Nigerian citizens use boycotts and other market-based
activities as a way to express their discontent with Shell Oil and their
government.27 Findings in this book also emphasize how in certain
cases, as with the Swedish Society for the Conservation of Nature,
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political consumerism has revitalized established political homes. It
has given them a new method to work with their issues and attracted
new members to the association. In the cases of the civil rights move-
ment and United Farm Workers’ Union in the United States, it has
led to increased negotiating strength. Finally, available survey data
reports that political consumers are also involved in more established
political homes and are interested in politics.28 Their market-based
efforts do not, therefore, signify the fall of the public person. Rather
political consumerism is frequently a complement to other forms 
of civic engagements. From these examples, it can be concluded 
that political consumerism is, in certain circumstances, a welcome
development in democracy.

More specific criticisms of political consumerism concern its
accountability, orientation, and effectiveness. The arguments are that
political consumerism lacks the accountability mechanisms necessary
for it to be considered a democratic new form of regulation, has a
Northern or Western bias harmful for developing countries, and is not
an effective way to regulate industry. “Who guards these guardians?”
is a question commonly raised about political consumerist institutions’
accountability.29 The claim, as discussed in chapter 3, is that political
consumerist institutions will only be trustworthy and legitimacy if they
allow themselves to be scrutinized publicly. Exactly what democratic
accountability means for market-based institutions is a matter of
debate. Scholars must begin to formulate benchmarks that can be used
to evaluate the quality of political consumerist institutions and to study
whether the same benchmarks used to assess public institutions can be
applied to market-based ones. Basic requirements are organizational
transparency and receptivity, the application of the character virtues
discussed earlier. They are applied by the type I labeling schemes 
discussed in this book. These schemes make available information on
their assessment criteria, organizational set-up, and apply a share-
holder approach to criteria development and formulation. An impor-
tant research question is whether they do so sufficiently and whether
they fulfil other requirements of democratic accountability that can
and should be placed on them.

Political consumerism is criticized for applying universal (read
Western) standards and rights on workers, manufacturers, and pro-
ducers in developing countries. This is a common criticism of all
action originating in the West or North that apply to the South or
developing countries. It needs to be taken seriously and studied sys-
tematically. Child labor may in certain circumstances, for example, be
a better alternative for children than poverty and prostitution and our
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attempts to eradicate it through our consumer choices may, in the
short run, worsen their situation.30 Many political consumerist insti-
tutions acknowledge this problem. However, their stand is that if a
country has ratified international agreements and treaties on human,
workers’, and women’s rights—for whatever reason—it must live up
to its commitments. Here political consumerist buycott institutions
show their superiority over boycotts actions, which have difficulty in
modulating the impatience of moral outrage. Frequently, labeling
schemes involve local-based producers and workers in their discus-
sions on criteria and have constructed a process-oriented approach to
improvement, which recognizes and praises attempts toward better-
ment, ratcheting up, and realizing human and workers’ rights and
environmental standards.31

Rather ironically, the need for a process-oriented approach to sus-
tainable development sensitive to local needs and conditions has led
to the third serious criticism. Critics claim that political consumerism
is an ineffective way of regulating business and solving or managing
problems of sustainable development. It is words, rarely deeds, and
definitely not outcomes. For its proponents, political consumerism is
effective if it shows progress toward goal attainment. Its point of
departure is incremental change, a position that is in stark contrast to
the claims of its critics who believe that the global market capitalist
system must be revamped entirely by governments who step in with
forceful regulatory tools to change its contours and incentive struc-
tures. Many anti-globalists as well as some scholars believe that the
only way to develop economic, ecological, and social sustainability is
by changing drastically the structure of market capitalism.32 For
them, mixing money and morality in political consumerist acts and
institutions cannot have a sustainable impact.33 Incremental change
allows companies to pretend they are working for sustainable devel-
opment while all they are doing is corporate marketing.

The metaphors greenwash, bluewash, and sweatwash have been
coined to summarize this position.34 They mean that corporations
whitewash their facades to appear cleaner, more just, and environ-
mental while their policies and practices remain unchanged. The
Oxford English Dictionary defines greenwash as disinformation dis-
seminated by an organization so as to present an environmentally
responsible public image. Bluewash is direct criticism of the UN’s
Global Compact. It refers to transnational corporations wrapping
themselves in the UN’s blue flag without having changed their 
policies and practices to enhance sustainability.35 Sweatwash des-
cribes companies that divert attention from their factories’ offensive
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practices by offering token acknowledgment to sustainable develop-
ment in their words and deeds. Critics of corporate commitment to
sustainable development argue that sustainable development cannot be
based on mixed motives: global humanitarianism and human rights
cannot be blended successfully with the corporate profit-motive.
Money and morality do not mix. Corporate citizenship, business ethics,
and corporate social responsibility are window dressing. Such attempts
as the Global Contract, labeling schemes, and Amnesty Business, as
well as ecological modernization are, to use a favored word from this
discourse, hogwash. The outcome of cross-sphere cooperative ven-
tures cannot be sustainability only public relations. Like neoclassical
economists, they see political consumerism as a dangerous delusion.

Political consumerism’s assessment of problems and option alterna-
tives reflects a different logic of action and change. It is characterized
by ecological modernization, a view that sustainable development is 
a long haul with a multitude of small steps. Any assessment of its 
effectiveness must take into consideration the multitude of decisions
and actions involved in changing corporate, citizen, consumer, and
government mentality on what in chapter 1 was called the responsibil-
ity for the responsibility of our common future.36 The assessment of
which sphere and which actors are responsible for the outcome of var-
ious decisions and behaviors must consider the entire political con-
sumerist process—from words to deeds to outcomes. The steps in the
process toward effectiveness need to be operationalized properly in
order to be useful in the assessment. They concern how well political
consumers have been able to formulate problems, set the public 
and corporate agenda on these issues, influence the thoughts and 
discourses of other actors, influence actor’s institutional rules and pro-
cedures, change government and company policy (goals, distribution
of resources, strategies of implementation), influence the behavior of
states, multinational corporations, and the like, and show concrete
results in terms of problem solution and outcome resolution. A com-
plete assessment requires a cross-disciplinary approach in the social sci-
ences (see the appendix).

This book offers a few preliminary results on the effectiveness of
political consumerist actions and institutions. It reports that political
consumerist boycotts and buycotts are proving instrumental in refor-
mulating problems. Fair trade actors and institutions are problema-
tizing clothes, shoes, and food produced in developing countries.
Consumer, government, civil society, and corporate awareness of 
the problems are higher today than in the past. This is changing 
the discursive practices of corporations. A look at the homepages of
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Nike, Nestlé, H & M, Ikea, Shell Oil, and others show this. A more
penetrating assessment is necessary to establish whether corporate
efforts are a genuine step toward change or simply greenwash, blue-
wash, and sweatwash.

Most likely it is too early to make a definitive academic assessment,
as changes in mentality, behavior, and practice are process-oriented
transformations that take time. However, scholars should begin to
develop measures of effectiveness and start their assessments. They
should also give consideration to what can be seen as a reasonable
time frame for effectiveness.

Findings in this book report that in certain instances political con-
sumerist institutions (eco-labels and FSC) have been instrumental in
managing problems by creating public awareness, changing business
production processes, and decreasing environmental pollution. They
are showing positive outcomes. However, this should not be con-
strued as concluding they have or are alone solving the complex prob-
lems of their mandate. Other actors and institutions are necessary.
Finally, it is necessary to compare an assessment of the effective-
ness of “beyond compliance” political consumerist institutions with
“command and control” public policy. How effective are government
regulatory tools in the same policy field?

Market-Based Political Responsibility,
New Actor Categories, and 

Great Transformations

Historically, as Pierre Bourdieu reminds us, the economic field consti-
tuted itself within the framework of the national state.37 Market actors
relied upon the nation-state for normative, financial, and physical sup-
port. Within this territorially based supportive unit, the market could
unify itself and flourish. A harmonization took place that, as shown in
Karl Polanyi’s work The Great Transformation as well as Adam Smith’s
The Wealth of Nations, needed the deliberate and rational action of
actors other than the corporate class. National government was crucial
in the framing activity. It embedded the economic sphere in the frame-
work of the national political sphere. We can say that it acted as a
socializing agent. Domestically based corporations became part of the
national identity and national interest. Automobile manufacturers 
like General Motors, Volvo, and Damlier Benz capitalized greatly 
on this, both economically and morally. Embeddedness was a win–win
situation for politics and economics. The moral framework set up
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nationally created an economic sphere for economic actors who could
regulate themselves by following their self-interests.

Today we emphasize the disembeddedness of economic institu-
tions from territorially based social, moral, political life (the nation-
state framework), as exemplified in the American outcry when Nike
decided to move its production units offshore.38 Scholars recognize
the dismantling of the political framework for capitalism in their dis-
tinctions between economic and political globalization. Benjamin
Barber explains:

Markets have escaped the boundaries of eroding national frontiers and
become global, but governing organizations have not. This has created
a perilous asymmetry: Global economics operation in an anarchic realm
without significant regulation and without the humanizing civic insti-
tutions that within national societies rescue it from raw social
Darwinism. National boundaries have become too porous to hold the
economy in, but remain sufficiently rigid to prevent democracy from
getting out and civilizing the larger world. We have globalized our eco-
nomic vices—crime, drugs, terror, hate, pornography, and financial
speculation—but not our civic virtues. The result has been a growing
tension between the beneficiaries of globalization and just about every-
one else, a tension symbolized by the unrest in Seattle [in 1999] and
in Washington, D.C., and London [winter 2000].39

Globalization has furthered the disembeddedness of corporations
from their national setting. Efforts are now underway to create a new
norm complex, a new embeddedness, to reunite politics and eco-
nomics globally. Political consumerism is playing a central role in this
creation process. It teaches consumers to practice virtues by buying
products that do not promote objectionable market practices. It asks
them to understand material products as embedded in a complex
social and normative context, which this book calls the politics of
products. Political consumerism is one of the agents in transforming
the logic of production and consumption. It brings production issues
via the politics of products into our homes and political consumerist
actions and institutions make the business of consumption a public
agenda item for policymaking, collective bargaining, and company
boards. Political consumerism actors and institutions force us to
rethink the role we play as consumers and, therefore, the forms and
methods for citizen influence in society at large.

Perhaps we are witnessing a great transformation whose point of
departure is globalization from below40 and whose goal is to give the
market a global moral framework based on sustainable development.
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Unlike Adam Smith’s and Karl Polayni’s times, the current restruc-
turing and transforming involves less state action. People individually
and collectively are playing a role as framework-makers. They are
increasingly becoming active agents in shaping this global framework
for economic, political, and social actors.41 Their reflexivity (individ-
ualized responsibility-taking and subpolitical involvement in post-
modern risk society) is forming them anew as citizen-consumers by
de-differentiating their public role as citizens and private role as con-
sumers. Reflexive citizens are “discovering ways to creatively amalga-
mate previously separate practices, life experiences and meanings
across political, economic and cultural institutions.”42 Globalization
from below urged on by reflexive individualized responsibility-taking
citizenship is blurring the public/private divide and merging the
spheres of politics and economics.

New terms have been coined to capture the great transformation
of people into global reflexive transboundary actors. They are called
citizen-consumer and ethical consumers while their cross-sphere
behavior is classified as political consumerism, ethical consumption,
and socially responsible investing. Their new roles and actions are
encouraging other actors to join in. Corporate citizenship and private
governments are terms coined to capture the new role of business in
our cross-sphere world. They are urged to behave according to cor-
porate social responsibility, ethical trade, and fair trade. Many of these
terms have been used in this book. The actor category citizen-
consumer assumes that consumers think publicly when they make
consumer choices. Corporate social responsibility, private govern-
ments, and corporate citizenship proclaim that business corporations
are political actors and as such need to follow public morals in their
words and deeds. They need to apply the same virtues and values as
democratic (public) institutions in their policies and practices. Socially
responsible investing and fair trade reflect an acknowledgment that
money can be made morally and that making money morally makes a
difference politically and economically. All the terms represent ideas
that both recommend and reflect the collapse of the traditional
spheres of activity and thought that have governed our lives for 
centuries.43 They call on us to consider new centers of responsibility-
taking in our more individualized and globalized world, and they
argue that actors can make a difference.

We need to ponder whether these discursive markers indicate the
beginning of a new great transformation. Are the new actor cate-
gories and ideas packed with sufficient agency to function as trans-
forming drivers? Do they really address the contemporary challenge
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of developing sustainability economically, socially, and ecologically?
Or are they just attractive in theory but extremely difficult in
practice?44 The new actor categories and responsibilities reflect a
change in orientation from production to consumption as the focus
of political work and economic life. They establish consumption as a
cohesive sphere that integrates politics and economics and collapses
the public/private divide. Consumers, consumer choice, and con-
sumption are topics high on the global political and scholarly agenda
because they reflect “a recognition that although the structural
driver of our current system is capital accumulation and profit, the
transforming driver may well life elsewhere, namely in the sphere of
consumption.”45 The new actor categories may be, as argued by a
growing number of scholars, consultant, and activists, the best option
open for creating new cooperative thinking on how best to live on
our small planet.46
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A p p e n d i x

The Political Business of

Consumerism: A New Research

Agenda for the Social Sciences

Why Study Political Consumerism?

The phenomenon of political consumerism addresses different problems of
the business of consumption. It targets industrial pollution or what may 
be called the sustainable politics of products by evaluating goods according
to their life cycle impact—from production methods, substances, and condi-
tions to consumer choice to waste disposal. It calls into question consumer
purchasing behavior and, thus, involves the more diversified negative effects
of everyday consumer routines and choices and levels of consumption on sus-
tainability.1 Political consumerism challenges corporations to integrate
human rights, workers’ rights, and women’s rights in their company policies
and practices. It raises a warning finger against risky production methods
involving genetic modification and asks all of us to consider how we use com-
mon pool resources. Research shows that many sustainability problems are
difficult to regulate through public policy because they represent diversified
negative effects not easily targeted in legislation and are transboundary in
nature. Other reasons pointed out in research are disagreement among deci-
sionmaking actors on the nature of the problems, need for problem-solving,
and extent of intervention in the market necessary to solve problems. There
are political, ideological, coordination, and collective-action issues involved
with solving the problems of sustainability. Moreover, the effects of political
consumerism or its outcomes are questioned and still unknown.

Fair trade, ecological, and common pool resource problems are a particu-
lar focus of the new political consumerist regulatory tools now being devel-
oped. As discussed in chapter 3, these tools are voluntary compliance
schemes, which make them different from the command and control tools of
public policy. Some of them are national in scope while others are regional
and global in orientation. The tools differ in character, but they all reflect
trends toward reflexive modernization. The people who have taken the 
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initiative to establish them believe that the only way to solve complex prob-
lems is through cooperative endeavors that in one way or another involve
government, civil society, private industry, and individual consumers from 
the local to the global level. Some writers even go so far as to call citizen
involvement in these issues local foreign policy.2

Political consumerism is controversial. It evokes emotions and political
responses that are seldom grounded in empirical findings, which at present are
few in number. It divided citizens into two camps, those for and against, and
provokes scholars to define their view of the world in either actor-oriented or
structuralist terms. Misunderstandings must be cleared up and opinions need
to be based on factual findings. There is an obvious, evident, and immediate
need for social science research in the field.

Research Challenge

For social scientists, the research challenge is to study the role of individual
citizens, networks of citizens, and institutions in the development and effec-
tiveness of new market-oriented regulatory tools for sustainability. This gen-
eral research challenge can be divided into different components that involve
the expertise of several disciplines in the social sciences. Political consumerism
can be studied philosophically, theoretically, and empirically. Due to its 
controversial nature, it is of particular importance to study the development
of political consumerism empirically.

This book shows the richness of the phenomenon of political consumerism
for the social sciences. It builds on and interprets existing knowledge and 
has produced theoretical and empirical knowledge on the phenomenon.
While researching the book, I began to note areas where we lack sufficient
knowledge to evaluate the phenomenon scientifically. From my notations, the
following list of the most important topics for empirical research has been
formulated.

Development of new regulatory tools for sustainability. We need research on
the characteristics and motivations of the actors who promoted new regula-
tory tools. Where do the ideas come from? Who took the initiative? Available
research shows that these actors include corporations, governments, civil
society associations, the academic community, and individual citizens. Media
coverage has also been important. Why have these actors decided to develop
and invest resources in these new tools? Do they consider public policy,
national, regional, and global government as unable to deal with sustainable
problems in a satisfactory manner?

Citizen and consumer support. Available research from Great Britain shows
that individual consumers support new regulatory tools if they distrust cor-
porations.3 A Danish survey finds political consumers to have trust in politi-
cal institutions, to be interested in politics, and involved in civil associations.4

Do these finding apply to other countries as well? How should we analyze
these survey findings? How do consumers assess their role in sustainable
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development? Do they believe that their efforts have an impact and are 
an effective way of managing sustainable risks globally? Who are political 
consumers? How should they be characterized in terms of socioeconomic 
and demographic factors like gender, generation, education, ethnicity/race,
income, and social class? Institutional consumers (governments, nongovern-
mental organizations, and private corporations) who have procurement poli-
cies are also an interesting area of study. What role do procurement policies
play in political consumerism?

Institutional designs of new regulatory tools. An important research topic is
the study of their structure, norms, cognitive frameworks, and resources. A
few relevant research issues are as follows. How should we classify the
schemes in terms of transparency, relationship with the companies evaluated
or certified, accountability, and definition of sustainability? What is the input
of government, business, and civil society, consumers in them? Are the 
regulatory schemes similar in nature or do they differ in set up? Do they
compete or cooperate with each other? What tendencies toward mergers,
mainstreaming, and harmonization are there?

Probably one of the most challenging research tasks is to assess the 
effectiveness of the new market-based regulatory tools. An assessment of effec-
tiveness involves several different research agenda items: limitations, scope 
of applicability, necessary preconditions for success, and outcome assessment.
First, are there limitations on the application of new regulatory tools? Limita-
tions may concern national, regional, and international legal frameworks that
constrain the development and product scope of such new regulatory tools.
Research shows that trade regulation, and particularly international trade 
regulations, restricts certain kinds of policymaking because trade barriers are
illegal. National protectionism also tends to craft trade policy and practices.
How do trade regulations and protectionism affect the institutional design,
scope, and effectiveness of new regulatory tools like labeling schemes?

Second, what is the scope of new regulatory tools? Efforts to establish 
gender labeling in Europe are, for instance, devoting considerable time in
deciding what can be gender labeled and how well eco-labeling practices can
be applied to the field of gender equality.5 The question is, therefore, whether
life cycle product assessments are more feasible for certain product groups
and issues and inappropriate for others.

Third, are market-based new regulatory tools more effective in certain 
market settings than others? Available research on eco-labeling and forest 
certification finds that characteristics of the market and public awareness of the
problems and the schemes are important for success and effectiveness.6 Closed
domestic markets are least likely to consider labeling schemes. Markets that are
export-oriented and particularly those catering to foreign markets in political
settings with high levels of political consumer awareness have a proclivity 
to participate in political consumerist labeling schemes. Also, markets that are
net importers of raw materials are more open to political consumerism. Other
market characteristics as the structure of industry (number of competing
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firms, ownership structure, and interest representation) can play a role in
business’ interest in political consumerism.7 An important question for 
further research is whether the same market characteristics apply to the other
political consumerist schemes as well and whether market characteristics vary
in importance in different political consumerist product areas.

Fourth, how should effectiveness be measured? An assessment of effective-
ness should consider the entire political consumerist process—from words to
deeds to outcomes.8 The general aspects that need to be assessed are at least
six in number. (1) How well have political consumerist activities succeeded in
formulating the problem that they are created to serve? Do other actors have
its understanding of the problems? Have they succeeded in convincing other
actors (consumers, groups, organizations, corporations, politicians, govern-
ments) that their formulation of the problem is the correct one? Is it used by
other actors as an interpretative frame? (2) How well has political con-
sumerism succeeded in setting the agenda on the issues it is concerned with?
Do its ideas, actions, and demands come up in other settings, for instance in
civil society, the multileveled political system, and in corporate boardrooms?
(3) Is political consumerist activity influencing the discourses of other actors
involved in the problem? Do we, for instance, find that corporations refer to
problems defined by political consumerism in their advertisements, on their
home pages, in their yearly reports, and in discussions with consumers, share-
holders, politicians, and other actors? (4) Is political consumerist activity
influencing corporate rules, procedures, and policies? Do we see changes 
in written corporate policy on its goals, distribution of resources, strategies 
of implementation, employment policy, working environment politics, and
the like? (5) Are corporations changing their practices and behavior due to
political consumerist activities? Are words becoming deeds? Are changes
announced in corporate policy being implemented throughout the entire
commodity chain? What kinds of changes in behavior are observable? (6) Is
political consumerist action solving problems? Is it creating positive outcomes
in the situations considered as problematic? What kinds of problems are 
being solved?

A fifth crucial research area concerns comparisons between the effective-
ness of new regulatory tools and older regulatory tools. The newer “beyond
compliance” tools take government regulation as a point of departure and
create partnerships among market actors willing to go further than required
by law. Are voluntary compliance schemes more successful in creating 
cooperation for policy goals than traditional “command and control” public
policy? Are market actors more willing to cooperate in them than with 
government? How should the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of political con-
sumerist activities be compared with the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of 
traditional regulatory tools? Are there significant differences when domestic
settings are compared with global settings? Is political consumerism success-
ful in developing international regimes? Or are they characterized as tempo-
rary measures until political globalization and proper legal authority becomes
well established?
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Comparative studies of political consumerism. This book shows that we need
many more case studies to compare the historical roots of political con-
sumerism to be able to generalize about the connections between the histori-
cal and contemporary phenomenon. Case studies from different countries that
examine the same historical or contemporary political consumerist occurrence
will also help us understand national differences and how ideas are transmit-
ted across country borders. Contemporary studies should include as well
regional, international, and global examples. Case studies comparing the
development of a particular political consumerist event within a particular
country will give us knowledge on internal differences and show whether and
why there are domestic strongholds of political consumerist activism. Aspects
for comparison involve both actors and structure. Relevant actor categories are
consumers, government, industry, civil society associations, and media.
Relevant structural aspects are characteristics of the political system, the mar-
ket, civil society, media, and individuals. Whether the studies are historical or
contemporary in orientation they should emphasize the role of information
technology in mobilizing consumers for collective action.

Need for cross-disciplinary approach. Comprehensive study of political 
consumerism requires a cross-disciplinary approach. The analytical tools
developed in one academic discipline alone cannot assess its nature, qualities,
and potential. Studies on the different stages and aspects of effectiveness, for
instance, need to be conducted by political scientists who use analytical
frameworks from policy research, market and communication scholars who
focus on corporate imaging, students of organizational theory and business
administration who study institutional design, and economists who empha-
size economic relationships and cost–benefit analysis. Issues regarding citizen
and consumer participation are the field of political science, sociology, and
social psychology. Political and social philosophers, historians, economic his-
torians, and scholars of the history of ideas can offer important insights into
the significance of political consumerism and begin to answer the question if
it represents a great transformation.
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