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Virtue, Responsibility and Consumer Choice
Framing Critical Consumerism

Roberta Sassatelli

A growing variety of discourses, both within the marketplace and outside 
it, in politics and civil society, is calling into being the ‘consumer’ not only 
as an active subject but also, and above all, as a moral and political subject. 
Institutional actors at the national and supranational level are particularly 
vocal in addressing consumers as a constituency and as a partner in checking 
the otherwise allegedly unhampered workings of international business. 
Examples abound, from the European Union Green Paper on business social 
responsibility which places the consumer alongside the citizen and identifi es 
both as the main constituency for ethical business, to Amnesty International’s 
Human Rights Guidelines for Companies which calls on consumers as well 
as business and citizens to consider the social responsibilities associated with 
economic activities, to a wide spectrum of local, national and supranational 
movements which are also increasingly concerned with mobilizing social 
actors as consumers, from traditional environmental movements and fair-
trade campaigns to anti-sweatshop boycotts.

Efforts to explicitly link consumption with the pursuit of moral and 
political aims have a long history. At the turn of the nineteenth century in the 
United States, for example, the National Consumer League promoted the so-
called ‘white lists’, a sort of labelling scheme which aimed at listing national 
companies that treated their employees fairly.1 More generally, a host of 
mobilizations and boycotts called forth the consumer as a political actor, 
especially from the nineteenth century and more clearly in the twentieth 
century.2 However, especially after the 1999 World Trade Organization 
protests in Seattle, which have worked as a catalyst and umbrella for a 
number of social and political movements concerned with ‘critical’ con sump-
tion, a variety of discourses about the ‘duty’ and ‘responsibilities’ of social 
actors qua ‘consumers’ have consolidated into an appealing and compelling 
narrative. People are increasingly and explicitly asked to think that to shop 
is to vote and that ethical daily purchases, product boycotts and consumer 
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voice may be the only way that men and women around the world have to 
intervene in the workings of global markets.

In this chapter I will consider ‘critical consumerism’ as a normative frame 
which proposes a particular vision of the consumer, foreshadowing a shift 
in the way markets and politics may be conceived within liberal-democratic 
ideologies. I will use a variety of different sources – mainly documents 
produced by critical consumption transnational campaigns as well as 
interviews with activists in Italy and the UK – to bring discourses down to 
their institutional bases and provide a glimpse of both the transnational and 
local/national dimensions of the phenomenon. The movements which marshal 
the language of critical consumption have posed themselves as agencies for 
the representation of the consumer as a fundamental subject-category within 
public discourse, together with other more visible cultural agencies such as 
advertising, marketing and conventional consumer defence organizations. 
This chapter will only touch upon issues such as the competitive dynamics 
within the consolidating field of alternative and critical consumption 
mobilizations or the relations between activists and their constituencies. The 
primary focus is on the role that critical consumption movements ascribe 
to consumers. The particular model of the consumer they propose has to be 
problematized precisely because, like advertising and marketing, it works 
as a ‘claim to truth’ about consumers and codifies a series of practices 
which are tied to a particular vision of what they should do.3 The moral 
and political discourses which surround critical and alternative consumer 
practices appear to draw on themes and tropes which cut across the different 
symbolic boundaries which have consolidated in the course of modernity.

Consumption and Politics

Within liberal and neoliberal discourse, consumption is conventionally 
aligned with the market, commerce and the family and pushed into the 
private sphere, opposed to the public and political spheres of the state and 
citizenship. The social sciences have shown, however, that the de gustibus 
non disputandum est which seems to make of consumption a space where est which seems to make of consumption a space where est
subjects can and must freely express themselves is more a wish than a social 
reality. In reality, tastes are anything but indisputable. Judgements are made 
on the basis of taste, and people are preferred and rewarded because of their 
own tastes and those of others. This intrinsic political value is complemented 
by other more structural relations of power, which have to do mostly with 
the ‘normality’, ‘legitimacy’, ‘fairness’ or otherwise of certain goods and 
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practices and with the identity ascribed to the consumer. The growth of 
‘alter native’ or ‘ethical’, ‘critical’ or ‘political’ modes of consumer action 
– as manifested, for example, in the successful boycotting of global brands 
and chains, in the rising demand for organic food and Fair Trade goods, or in 
the fl ourishing of symbolic initiatives against multinational companies or in 
favour of simpler lifestyles – is often taken as an example of what is widely 
portrayed as a bottom-up cultural revolution touching upon both everyday 
lifestyles and the nature of political participation. ‘Negative’ and ‘positive’ 
forms of ‘political consumerism’, as Michele Micheletti has branded them, 
now seem to concern a wide sector of the population in developed countries.4

Recent comparative survey data on Europe, for example, show that well over 
30 per cent of the population of Denmark, Great Britain, Germany, Italy, 
Norway and Portugal are engaging in some form of consumer activism: 
boycotting products for political reasons, choosing specifi c items with a view 
on their ethical or environmental qualities, or participating in the activities of 
consumer-oriented associations.5

While boycotts draw on consumers’ ability to refuse certain goods, alter-
native consumption practices critically address contemporary consumer 
culture from within. For all their diversity, alternative products are com mod-
it ies which embody a critical dialogue with many aspects of commoditiza tion as 
we know it (from rationalization to standardization, from lengthy commodity 
chains to the externalization of environmental and human costs). As such, 
they are presented by environmental organizations as occasions for ‘political 
awareness’, capable of ‘stimulating democracy’, bringing consumers ‘closer’ 
to ‘products and producers’ as well as to ‘nature’, ‘humanity’ and ‘health’.6

In terms of market share they are still to be considered niche products, taking 
up small fractions of pro-capita expenses among mainly middle-class people 
in Western countries; however, their market is soaring at the dawn of the new 
millennium, scoring annual rates of growth oscillating between 10 per cent 
and 20 per cent in most European countries.7 What is more, their symbolic 
impact should not be underestimated, as the greening of even a tiny fraction 
of our daily consumption routines may enable the cultivation of utopias 
that are unrealizable in daily life.8 Thus alternative products may come to 
represent bridges suspended not so much towards others as towards ideals 
that usually escape us, and which we do not want to renounce: even if a style 
of consumption that is entirely green might presently be diffi cult, through 
buying and using some organic, ethical or Fair Trade products consumers 
can gain proof of the importance of their aspirations, feel as if they have 
the capacity to contribute to change and claim a new kind of identity for 
themselves.
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In recent years there have also been a host of ad hoc consumer boycotts 
which have helped consolidate the perception that consumers may be 
important as ‘political’ actors. Boycotts have a long history, notably in the 
Anglo-American world9 – in the American Revolution sympathizers of the 
American cause would refuse to buy English goods.10 Such anti-colonialist 
roots reverberate in today’s global campaigns, which tend to stress global 
collective goods and the responsibility of the rich consumers of the north. 
Some campaigns have placed an emphasis on safety and the environment, 
such as the campaign against McDonald’s; others have instead concentrated 
on the conditions of labour, for example campaigns against Nike; others 
still have stressed environmental and humanitarian issues, as in campaigns 
against Nestlé’s distribution of artifi cial baby milk in Africa or the wider 
movement against GM foods.11 These initiatives show that, besides entailing 
a sombre shift in everyday purchases, critical consumption is crucially 
sponsored on special occasions that take the shape of contestation and public 
denunciation. Bringing together a variety of critical discourses and making 
more visible the hegemonic criteria ordinarily marshalled for justifying 
choices, similar occasions may help to consolidate agreement on new and 
distinctive principles for the classifi cation and appraisal of goods as well 
as for the defi nition of the role of consumers in the economy, culture and 
politics.12

Discursive strategies, in the form of symbolic protest campaigns and 
educational initiatives both at the cross-national level and at the local/national 
level, which use new communication technologies are also crucial forms 
of politically charged consumer activism. The target of similar symbolic 
campaigns may be the product itself (coming clean on its process of produc-
tion or stressing its various externalities from environmental effects to costs in 
terms of human or animal rights), the advertising imaginary which surrounds 
it or, more widely, consumer culture as a way of life. Particularly relevant 
here is Adbusters, a global network of artists, activists, writers, educators 
and entrepreneurs which sponsors alternative information circuits and 
promotes various culture jamming activities as forms of social mobilization 
against multinational companies, commercial culture and consumerism.13

Taking advantage of the public sphere created by the Internet, a variety of 
associations are promoting a host of activities of naming and blaming and 
an imagery of brand subversion which is the counterpart of the phenomenal 
development of branding and which deploys irony, pastiche and the carni-
valesque14 to contest the lifestyles associated with global brands that often 
encode sexism, racism, homophobia, disrespect for the environment and so 
on.
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Political sociologists and political scientists working on new social 
movements have addressed these recent developments as essentially new 
forms of political participation. What Albert Hirschman15 wished for in a 
well-known essay on market regulation mechanisms, they propose, is now 
fi nally coming true: the classical ‘political’ instrument of ‘voice’ appears 
to be working side by side with a politically inspired market ‘exit’, and 
‘choice’ itself is being coloured with political shades. A number of voices 
have celebrated the political persona of the consumer. Beck and Gernsheim, 
for example, argue that today ‘citizens discover the act of shopping as one 
in which they can always cast their ballot – on a world scale, no less’.16 This 
development is related to two main abstract sociopolitical trends: the pro cess 
of ‘individualization’, on the one hand, whereby social actors are increas-
ingly refl exive about their everyday identities, values and actions, and, on 
the other, the process of ‘sub-politicization’, whereby politics is emerging in 
places other than the formal political arena (sub-politics) because citizens no 
longer think that traditional forms of political participation are adequate.17

Thus Beck has famously argued that if modernity is a democracy oriented to 
producers, late modernity is a democracy oriented to consumers: a pragmatic 
and cosmopolitan democracy where the sleepy giant of the ‘sovereign citizen-
consumer’ is becoming a counterweight to big transnational corporations.18

The enthusiastic tone of such ideas notwithstanding, it would be mistaken to 
always attribute a deliberately political fi nality to consumer choices. Equally, 
it is debatable whether all practices of consumption are indeed conducted by 
social actors who self-refl exively constitute themselves as consumers. Many 
of the practices which come under the umbrella of alternative and critical 
consumerism might be conducted by consumers who have in mind meanings 
and objectives other than strictly political ones. What they are doing, both 
in form and content, cannot be easily equated with the expression of a ‘vote’ 
on collective goods such as justice, equality, nature, etc. It may be true, as 
Mary Douglas has observed in a much-quoted essay on shopping as protest, 
that ‘the consumer wandering round the shops is actualizing a philosophy of 
life’,19 but much of this happens despite his or her intentions. Each purchase 
decision is not perceived, nor practically organized, as a consequential and 
eventful action like a political vote. More generally, Douglas’s approach 
tends to confi ne social actors to a rational and cognitive dimension instead of 
a more practical one which would situate them in time and space, considering 
consumption practices as situated learning practices which are co-productive 
of consumers’ desires and objectives and thus escape that neat separation 
between means and end which underlies liberal democratic models of choice 
as well as Douglas’s view.20
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When social and political scientists embrace and reproduce slogans which 
are common currency back into the reality they are studying, they run the 
risk of missing both the social limits of similar slogans and the particular 
confi guration of power–knowledge–subjectivity on which they are built and 
which they call into being.21 For example, the work of political scientists 
has often focused on the fact that different institutional settings are more or 
less conducive to consumer collective action, rather than exploring how and 
why the consumer has become a viable and helpful category for mobilization 
in different national contexts.22 If we concentrate mainly on such aspects 
as the socioeconomic determinants of political consumer action, the way 
it may or may not correspond to different political orientations, degrees 
of participation, levels of societal or interpersonal trusts, we prepare the 
ground for a normative rather than a critical analysis. Even if we study 
the discourses promoted by the variety of associations promoting critical 
consumption without a critical awareness of the particular view(s) of the 
consumer encoded, we are bound to transform their visions of the consumer 
into that which Eco defi nes as a ‘fetish concept’: an instrument which has 
‘a particular ability to obstruct argument, strait-jacketing discussion in 
emotional reaction’,23 rather than a shifting historical code for defi ning and 
promoting a particular social identity, either being a total rejection or an 
unconditional apology.

There are a number of other reasons why it is important to problematize 
the equation between alternative and critical consumerism and political 
action. An obvious problem has to do with the fact that the different practices 
which are usually collected under this banner are fragmented and potentially 
confl icting, thus rendering rather diffi cult the formation of viable collective 
identities and initiatives. For example, if we consider only alternative 
products, it is clear that they mobilize different meanings and promote 
different world-views. The growing body of work on vegetarianism, green 
consumption, alternative green consumption, organic food and Fair Trade 
indicates that different themes and issues typically contribute to each specifi c 
form of alternative consumption and that they all are far from being internally 
coherent.24 For example, alternative distribution networks (from second-hand 
shops to farmers’ markets to box schemes) not only respond to a politically 
conscious middle-class consumer, but also attract urban disadvantaged 
groups which might not be able to afford to shop via formal channels.25

Likewise, the demand for organically grown vegetables typically mixes 
private health concerns with some degree of environmental consciousness 
and is coming from diverse sources, from a large vegetarian movement as 
well as health-conscious or gourmet carnivores.26 Indeed, different practices 



Virtue, Responsibility and Consumer Choice • 225

and issues may converge or not – just like green consumers may or may 
not sympathize with the redistributive concerns which inspire Fair Trade. 
Contradictions of this kind might be acknowledged, and yet they are not 
easy for activists themselves to tackle. For example, Enough!, a magazine 
published by the Centre for a New American Dream which campaigns for 
a more healthy and sustainable lifestyle, celebrates the rise of organic food 
consumption and the fact that major multinationals are getting into organic 
business, while recognizing that organic food is still too expensive for many 
consumers.27

This clearly shows the extent to which alternative consumer practices, 
with all the ordinariness which accompanies daily consumption, cannot be 
easily translated as ‘means’ of political participation.28 They can be easily 
absorbed by the market precisely because they are often routine and polysemic 
practices situated within the market. Ethical and political dimensions are 
perhaps now entering the market more explicitly than at previous times, 
but this does not mean that purchase decisions become a form of political 
practice tout court, a practice which subjectively and institutionally targets 
the functioning principles of the entire economic and political system. For 
one thing, ‘the market’ is composed of many different institutions with 
different interest and powers; the marketing and advertising industries are 
well aware of the interests in ecological, ethical and political themes among 
a certain strata of Western populations and long ago started to promote their 
own versions of the ‘greening of demand’.29 Indeed, if we consider the whole 
cycle of production-distribution-consumption of one particular ethical or 
green commodity, we will see that it is punctuated by market and political 
institutions which all contribute to defi ne and entrench the ethics and politics 
of it. Codes for ethical business and for socially responsible management 
are becoming widespread and are typically self-administered by industries 
themselves. While cause-related marketing is responding to boycotting, a 
variety of labelling schemes, often set up by ad hoc organizations variously 
linked with either business or political institutions, play a crucial role. This 
does not mean that ethical claims can be easily used in a pure instrumental 
fashion, as ethically oriented consumers may demand proof of standards and 
may pressure companies much further than expected. But it does suggest 
that it is unrealistic to imagine that there is a simple demand/supply relation 
between consumers and producers.30

Finally, considering consumption as politics, as a new but powerful 
means of political participation, we may both underestimate the role that 
the ‘political’ has to play in translating ordinary practices into politically 
consequential ones and lose sight of the politics of consumption, ranging 
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from social distinction to the realization of intimate aesthetic experiences. 
Today’s political mobilization of consumers is probably related to how 
national markets are organized and reorganized while globalization 
proceeds. International commerce grew by nearly 50 per cent in the 1990s, 
while economic inequality grew more than ever before during the 1970s and 
1990s.31 Indeed, as is now widely acknowledged, globalization and standard-
ization have in turn stimulated localization and heterogeneity, contestation 
and resistance, helping to make ecological implications more visible and 
more clearly linked to issues of global equality.32

However, it would be mistaken to simply suppose that the ‘consumer’ 
now realizes a new ‘global citizenship’, working on pure universalistic, 
cosmopolitan and humanitarian grounds.33 Certainly in post-colonial times 
such as ours, overt nationalistic uses of goods may come under attack, but 
this does not mean that our consumer identities are truly cosmopolitan. 
Politically charged consumer actions often have a national orientation (as 
Michele Micheletti has demonstrated in her recent survey of ‘political 
con sumer ism’),34 being entangled in national public debates, rather than 
representing a real form of transnational citizenship embedded in a global 
public discourse. Today’s politically charged consumer activism often 
artic ulates and embodies the local/global contradiction. For example, human-
itarian justice and respect for local traditions may run into confl ict in Fair 
Trade protocols. Fair Trade protocols may themselves work as instruments 
of cultural hegemony and economic domination, especially where societies 
such as China, which have productive systems often irreconcilable with 
workers’ rights as defi ned in the West, are becoming more competitive than 
Western countries might like. A global humanitarian consumer-citizenship 
may also require further economic disembedment, as it commands growth 
rates and volumes for green and ethical products which are at odds with 
small-scale local production. It may therefore run against the re-embedment 
of economic action in local environments, which is also one of the aspirations 
of alternative and critical consumer practices.35

While alternative consumer practices cannot be equated with political 
participation as such, they do signal that consumption and the consumer are 
being problematized and drawing on political repertoires. Taken together, 
the discourses surrounding and promoting alternative and critical consumer 
practices amount to a particular discourse or frame which not only politicizes 
consumption and promotes new principles of commodity qualification 
and visions of ‘quality’,36 but also does so by mobilizing social actors as 
‘consumers’ and by bestowing on them particular qualities.
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Framing Critical Consumerism

Instead of considering ethical, critical and political forms of consumer action 
as a panacea which responds to the failure of other political means typical 
of participatory democracy in a global world, we may consider them as a 
normative frame. This frame is sustained through discourse and practice by a 
host of different actors – from labelling institutions to alternative producers 
and distributors to critical consumption associations to individual social 
actors themselves – which call into being a particular type of consumer.37

Crit ical and alternative consumption associations and movements are pol-
itical entrepreneurs and legitimate themselves by constructing a particular 
consumer identity. Consumer choice is not taken for granted as necessarily 
good or as a private question. Rather, it is framed as a consequential and 
moment ous practice, capable of expressing consumer sovereignty only if 
con sumers do not lull themselves with the sirens of the Smithian tune, but 
take full responsibility for the environmental, social and political effects of 
their choices.

Despite their diversity, many forms of alternative and critical consump-
tion articulate the notion of ‘nature’ and share some kind of interest in 
environmental values.38 As stated by the magazine Enough!, it appears 
‘absolutely vital’ that ‘products and commodities be produced and harvested 
differently – with a long-term focus on resource conservation, labour and 
community impacts, and limiting waste production’.39 For this reason Mary 
Douglas has branded green and environmentally-friendly consumer attitudes 
as instances of a ‘movement of renunciation’ or ‘non-consumption’, akin to 
that of Ghandi or early Christianity, which puts public or collective goods 
before one’s own individual desires, or, in other terms, ‘a rejection of the 
world as we know it’.40 Still, as narratives aimed at bringing forward the 
political potentialities of the consumer, the discourses thematizing critical 
consumption go far beyond an ethic of renunciation.

Let us look at the minimum common denominator of the many voices 
which come together in a major event that specifi cally aims to critically 
address Western consumer culture – the so-called ‘Buy Nothing Day’ 
(BND). This is a day of boycotts, events and abstention from purchase which 
is now celebrated in over fi fty countries around the world – the day after 
Thanksgiving Day in the United States and Canada and the last Saturday 
of November in Europe. It was initiated in 1992 by Adbusters. Activists 
themselves may consider the actual shift in everyday purchasing patterns 
‘far more important’ and regard BND as a ‘fairly low profi le event which 
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presents an opportunity to focus on anti-consumerist issues’, as one organ-
izer of BND in York, England, put it, or as a ‘media event which can be used 
to diffuse a mentality, a concern, a type of consumer’, as the Italian editor 
of Altraeconomia, the main alternative economy magazine and sponsor 
of BND in Italy, states.41 Yet, for the social analyst BND is important on 
at least two counts. First, there is the form of protest. With its reliance on 
Internet connections as well as a host of local environmental, consumer and 
development associations, BND exemplifi es the mixture of globalization 
and localization and the preference for protest techniques which try to get 
the message across through surrealistic actions, an important feature of new 
social movements.42 Second, there are the themes which are articulated in 
the protest. BND campaigners ask each individual to be ‘a consumer-hero’ 
rather than a ‘consumer-zero’, by ‘standing up against the pressure to buy’. 
This is presented as a ‘simple idea’: ‘challenging’ consumer culture by 
‘switch(ing) off from shopping for one day’ with the hope that it will provide 
a ‘lasting experience’ and a moment for redressing our lifestyles: ‘you’ll feel 
detoxed from consumerism and realize shopping is less important’.43 The 
organizers of BND in the Italian city of Bologna, for example, stress that 
this is not ‘against shopkeepers nor against the government’, as these would 
be ‘limited targets’; the real target is ‘people themselves, their own way of 
life as consumers’.44 Reversing the well-known rhetoric which links private 
vices to public virtue and which has had so much success in the Western 
world, the organizers of the BND protest in Birmingham, England, declare 
that ‘overspending on credit cards may indeed improve the economy in the 
short term, and therefore seem to be patriotic. But over-consumption is the 
root of global disaster that has already started to crop up: climate change 
is only one of the many problems it causes. And we all know it doesn’t 
really make us happy.’45 What seems, at fi rst glance, an invitation to give 
up consumption and its excesses is indeed a melting pot for the amalgam 
of many forms of alternative consumption. Environmental, humanitarian, 
ethical and political motives are all present in the discourses that accompany 
the Canadian web resources: ‘the rich Western countries, only twenty per 
cent of the world population, are consuming eighty per cent of the earth’s 
natural resources, causing a disproportionate level of environmental damage 
and unfair distribution of wealth. As consumers we need to question the 
products we buy and challenge the companies which produce them.’46

Most of the themes deployed in the initiative are only superfi cially close 
to an ascetic rhetoric of renunciation. While there are attempts to expose 
‘shopaholicism’ as a condition that is reaching epidemic proportions, it is 
very clear that it is not shopping in itself that is harmful, but rather the fact 
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that people typically shop without considering issues such as the environ-
ment and poverty in developing countries. There is a wide variety of themes 
artic ulated by the campaigners in this ‘anti-consumerist’ syndicate – from 
negotiation of the notion of necessity with respect to the north/south divide, to 
the environment and sustainable agriculture, to new patterns of consumption 
relying on self-production. In particular, the separation between consumption 
and production is exposed and various ways of re-embedding consumer 
practices in the local natural environment, in communal social relationships 
and in the production process are recommended. This is mirrored by the idea 
that product labelling, as advocated by traditional consumerist campaigns, 
is not enough. ‘Ethical consumers’ ought to know the ‘sustainability cost’ of 
their choices, i.e. how much pollution has been created and how many non-
renewable resources have been spent in the manufacture and distribution 
of any chosen product. Here consumer sovereignty is something other than 
consumer choice as predicated on the variables singled out by neoclassical 
economics and free-market ideologies alike (i.e. price and quantity). The 
value-for-money logic does not hold when the target is not only individual 
satis faction but also a set of public goods. Consumer sovereignty itself 
is pre dicated not on hedonistic premises but on responsibility. In many 
forms of alternative consumption there is, to different degrees, an attempt 
to re-establish a direct relation to goods. Such attempts may be aimed at 
counter ing ‘risk’ and the perception that one is no longer controlling one’s 
material world, as an expanding material culture has led to a separation 
between the spheres of production and consumption.47 However, they also 
signal that the symbolic boundaries that have come to defi ne the ‘consumer’ 
as a specifi c economic identity who lives in a private world removed from 
production are being destabilized.

Ethical shopping guides offer a fascinating insight into the moral and 
political problematization of the consumer. On the surface, ethical shopping 
guides look like catalogues or inventories of where to fi nd information about 
ethical producers and products. As such they can be considered intrinsic to 
a larger trend within modern culture which foregrounds the relevance of 
expert discourse on commodities as articulated by cultural intermediaries 
for the promotion and legitimatization of (certain) visions of consumption.48

However, they also turn upside down conventional and well-established 
discourses of use and recommendation, subverting hegemonic lifestyles 
and dominant views of consumption. For example, Ethical Consumer – a Ethical Consumer – a Ethical Consumer
major association for ethical and responsible purchases in the UK – offers 
its constituency a magazine which professes to be a guide to ‘progressive 
products’, helping to avoid unethical products and providing a list of ‘ethical 
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Best Buy’ options.49 Best buys are indeed defi ned through a variety of ethical 
criteria, i.e. criteria exceeding short-term, self-oriented hedonistic con sumer 
action and embracing long-term effects on a variety of third parties. They 
in clude the impact on the environment (pollution, nuclear power, etc.), 
on animals (animal testing, factory farming, etc.), on humans (oppressive 
regimes, workers’ rights, irresponsible marketing, etc.) and ‘extras’, which 
involve more than one party, such as the use of GM. In the case of food, 
ethical shopping guides entail a shift in the way food is classifi ed as ‘good 
to eat’: issues most conventionally related to food quality, such as safety and 
health, taste and aesthetic pleasure, are very marginal while the environment, 
human rights or workers’ labour conditions become primary concerns.50

Ethical shopping guides provide a set of specifi c criteria of choice drawing 
on political and ethical codes and principles. As explained by the Editor of I 
CARE, an alternative consumption magazine based in Pisa, Italy, which has 
also published a best-selling critical consumption guide, ‘the fi rst pages of 
our guide are extremely important, there we explain which criteria we base 
our choice of products on . . . distinguishing features are essentially referred 
to the social question in a broad sense, peace, environment and democracy: 
these are, as it were, the four cardinal coordinates for all products’.51

Similar guides are typically concerned with more than offering a set of 
ethical criteria for the evaluation of products and producers. The discourses 
surrounding ethical shopping have to do with ‘orders of justifi cations’ which 
have been pushed outside the dominant mode of legitimatizing markets in 
Western culture, i.e. the redistribution of resources and the role of demand. 
They promote a particular image of the consumer as correct, i.e. truthful and 
right. Reference to the conditions of labour in general and child labour in 
particular, as well as to the north/south divide, are the main codes marshalled 
for reframing the role of the consumer. Considering that consumers are 
‘raising consciousness’ and ‘becoming aware’ of what ‘consumption really 
is’, a recent guide to ethical shopping, for example, constructs its readership 
as one made up of ‘consumers concerned about the working conditions under 
which the products they buy are produced in developing countries’. Once 
consumers realize that what the Western world consumes is ‘subsidized by 
the poor’ in the form of unsafe and underpaid labour and the exploitation of 
natural resources, it assumes, they will ‘pressurize’ retailers, producers and 
governments to change their practices and bring about an ‘equitable world 
trading system’.52 Free trade and globalization are said to have removed 
the protecting infl uence of the nation-states and the local communities; it 
is consumers themselves who are presented as uniquely having the power 
and duty to safeguard both fair economic distribution and the natural 
environment.
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The ‘Consumer’ as a Subject of Power and Duty

The moral and political discourses which defi ne the frame of critical con-
sumerism play with different orders of justifi cation. They can be concept-
ualized as drawing on repertoires of evaluation or ‘orders of worth’ and 
‘justifi cation’ which exist prior to the individual and are available across 
situations, even if they are realized, made salient and transformed by 
individuals in particular settings and circumstances.53 Critical consumerism 
is intrinsically oppositional. Organized through practices and episodes of 
contestation, it reveals how these repertoires work and attain wider relev-
ance. Whether successful or not, these discourses make explicit what in 
normal circumstances is implicit and taken for granted. Critical consumer-
ism may thus be seen as a multi-level phenomenon which involves differ-
ent classification processes – some of which are identified as practical, 
others as discursive. Considered as a normative frame, critical consumerism 
engages directly with the hegemonic legitimatizing rhetoric which emerged 
in the eighteenth century to justify market societies and modern cultures 
of consumption. Such rhetoric entailed a particular political morality, 
epit omized not so much by the supposed de-moralization of luxury, but 
by the entrenchment of a new sphere of action and order of justifi cation 
for commodity consumption. Consumption became a private matter, con-
structed in opposition to production and envisaged as the pursuit of private 
happiness linked to virtuous mechanisms in the public sphere – as in 
Mandeville’s famous motto ‘private vices, public virtues’.54 As a frame, 
critical consumerism takes issue with the idea that consumers are and should 
be private economic hedonists, preoccupied with individual pleasures, and 
proposes, both for the good of the consumer and society, that the former be 
virtuous so as to offset the vices of both the market and politics.

The identity which is thus bestowed on consumers draws on themes which 
cut across the different symbolic boundaries and orders of justifi cation which 
have consolidated in the course of modernity. Themes prevalently assoc-
iated with the promotion of consumption as a legitimated sphere of action 
per se – ‘taste’, ‘good taste’, ‘pleasure’, ‘fantasy’, ‘comfort’, ‘distinction’, 
‘hap piness’, ‘refi nement’, and so on – are substituted by themes prevalently 
assoc iated with the defi nition of a democratic public sphere and production. 
The political and moral discourses informing critical consumerism in Italy, 
the UK and the United States portray the consumer as essentially active. 
They often resort to a vocabulary which draws either on social and political 
activism (to purchase is to ‘vote’, ‘protest’, ‘make oneself heard’, ‘change 
the world’, ‘help the community’, ‘mobilize for a better future’, and so on) or 
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on production (to purchase here becomes ‘work you do for the community’, 
‘effort done for yourself and the other’, ‘creative’, ‘productive’, and so on).

These metaphors of political activism and production also emerge in 
visual representations, as in a recent image produced by Bilanci di Giustizia, 
a radical association for the promotion of frugal lifestyles and critical 
consumption in Italy. Drawing on an American Second World War poster 

Figure 12 Bilanci di Giustizia, 2004, ‘Reform your lifestyle’ (www.bilancidigiustizia.it), elaboration 
on US War Poster, US Army, 1942, Minneapolis Public Library

Source: Bilanci di Giustizia.
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that itself had been infl uenced by socialist iconography, the image portrays 
consumers as well-organized worker-soldiers who, armed with pencils, march 
together to change the world.55 More generally, the discourses addressing 
critical and ethical consumption all tend to stress various strategies which 
consumers can adopt either to shorten the commodity chain and get closer to 
producers – relying on various alternative, more direct and informal, forms of 
distribution – or to reappropriate the process of production itself – baking at 
home, freezing at home, growing vegetables, collecting wild berries, DIY, and 
so on, thus implicitly contesting the neat separation between production and 
consumption which is normatively and institutionally sustained in the global 
economy. The focus on the consumer as a producer and a political actor on 
the global scene often passes through a reappraisal of that separation between 
production and consumption which is associated with the entrenchment 
of the public/private divide.56 The production–consumption distinction is 
denaturalized and exposed as a complex political and ethical relation rather 
than a neutral mechanism which each consumer can exploit to his or her 
(supposed) benefi t. The Worldwatch Institute report Vital Signs is widely 
quoted in the various web resources of critical consumption associations in 
Italy, the UK and the United States. Consumers are invited to ‘take action’ 
by considering ‘alternative combinations of production and consumption’. 
Contrary to the classical free-market rhetoric, only more integrated forms 
of economic life – localized and community based – are considered capable 
of giving consumers more control over their choices. The lengthening of 
the commodity chain is criticized for limiting consumer sovereignty instead 
of enhancing it: consumers’ ‘range of choices becomes controlled’ by 
supermarkets and many other intermediary actors, which amount to an often 
‘transnational’ and characteristically ‘unelected elite’. Thus consumers must 
widen the scope of their purchases, asking for more: ‘[e]ven when a product 
label is frank, it is not complete. Ethical consumers ought to know how 
much waste (i.e. pollution) has been created, and how many un-renewable 
resources have been consumed, in the manufacture of a product, and also 
in its distribution. A lettuce that has been transported to New York from 
California costs a lot of “food miles”. To be ethical consumers, we need to 
know the sustainability-cost (the real cost) of what we consume’.57

The consumer is posited as active, productive and political. As a political 
actor, he or she is seen as directly responsible not only for him or herself 
but also for the world. Blame, far from being just externalized and placed 
on companies and authorities,58 is internalized and placed on the self as a 
consumer. As a consequence, the dominant attitude is that of a re-evaluation 
of how to consume and what place consumption should take up in daily 
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life. For the Ethical Consumer group, individual consumers become all 
powerful if only they ‘decide’ to be so: with their consumption they will thus 
encourage ‘sustainable businesses that don’t exploit or pollute’.59 Consumer 
choice becomes a concentrated and infl uential act: we can ‘make a difference 
with every cup’ of coffee, as a well-known book on Fair Trade coffee puts 
it.60 As one organizer of the main Fair Trade cooperative in Bologna has 
noted, ‘we may say that, starting from consumption, each of us may come to 
think, to interrogate many other choices which are connected to it. Thus Fair 
Trade is a powerful lever, which starts from a small, banal thing, something 
which we all have to do – like buying coffee – and from there a whole world 
of decisions is put into question.’61 It is precisely as such a powerful practice 
that consumer action is symbolically assimilated to the vote, political action 
par excellence in parliamentary democracies. While, as Ethical Consumer 
insists, consumer choices are sometimes said to offer a ‘powerful additional 
tool’ to traditional political action which is ‘both practical and accessible’, 
more often dominant political tropes are directly evoked to stress the power 
of the consumer. In the United States, even organizations such as Oneworld,
which promotes what it describes as ‘an elegant suffi ciency’, place emphasis 
on consumer choice as political action. We are invited to consider that ‘to 
buy is to vote’: ‘we vote “yes” with every purchase we make – a pound of 
bananas, a tank of diesel fuel – and we vote “No” with every purchase we 
turn down, forcing the companies to diversify into products we prefer’.62

While versions of such a slogan are also present in Italian moral and 
pol itical discourses promoting critical consumption, the emphasis here is 
more clearly placed on the possibility of working from within the market in 
search of locally based alternative economic forms that offer new ways of 
expressing human creativity. The editor of ConsumiEtici, an ethical con sump-
tion magazine which cuts across different political groups, for example, 
offers ‘methodological tools rather than ideological ones’. He proposes 
a ‘model of the consumer who reflects on what he or she does but who 
also knows that one must not always refl ect, otherwise refl exive behaviour 
becomes just depressing. We must be capable of enjoying things . . . and 
for this surely we refer to all those movements which are looking for new 
forms of expression.’ He emphasizes the importance of acting ‘through the 
market’: ‘I want to say I am in favour not against, we must win not protest, 
even if it is more diffi cult.’63

Such a proactive and pragmatic attitude, which celebrates micro-
subversions possible and enjoyable at the interstices of everyday life, often 
goes hand in hand with a picture of the ‘enemy’ constructed in discourses 
about critical consumption. This enemy includes not only transnational trade 
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institutions, global brands or conventional advertising companies; the enemy 
is also a certain ‘mentality’ or ‘cultural attitude’: a ‘culture’ of ‘waste’ and 
‘profi t’ in fact which generates ‘indifference’ and ‘lack of awareness’ among 
consumers and which is responsible for their disempowerment. ‘It is not 
just a matter of practically demonstrating how things may work differ ently’, 
one of the organizers of Rete di Lilliput, an Italian Catholic network of 
assoc iations working in the alternative economy stresses, ‘but also of hit ting 
that collective imagery which prevents each of us from being bothered,’64

Working on themselves as ‘consumers’, social actors can thus act ‘from 
with in the system’, modifying the terms of economic exchange rather than 
simply ameliorating its functioning.

Many of the themes that have become marginal in traditional consumer 
movements are thus once again moving to the fore in ‘critical consumerism’. 
The particularistic, self-interested and instrumental logic of conventional 
comparative tests – witness the ‘value for money’ approach of successful 
magazines such as Which? in the UK or Altroconsumo in Italy – is exposed as 
missing the point: consumers are brought into life very much like ‘citizens’, 
emphasis is placed on choice as a public, community-oriented and there-
fore moral and political action, rather than as a self-interested, private and 
therefore apolitical affair.

Whatever their scope or particular configurations, the model of the 
con sumer endorsed by conventional consumer associations translates the 
in stru mental and numerical mentality typical of private capitalist enterprises 
for the domestic sphere. Product-testing organizations and conventional 
consumer-protection movements not only provide rules of choice, establishing 
themselves as channels for identifying issues and handling complaints, but also 
entail a particular view of the consumer.65 They tend to embrace a hegemonic 
notion of the consumer as guided by instrumental rationality. This notion 
implies the idea that everything can be compared and leads to the ‘exclusion of 
those dimensions which are not measurable’; value is consequently reduced to 
a unique unit of measurement. What emerges is the ‘possibility of formalizing 
an ultimate principle of choice’ based on quality–price analysis.66 Which?, the 
infl uential comparative testing magazine in Britain, provides an example of 
how it constructs its audience as made up of rational self-interested consumers 
– forward-looking, risk-averse, time-consistent and ascetic. Claiming to supply 
consumers with ‘objective’ information on whose basis readers can make 
their own choices, Which? ‘both attributes and cultivates in its readers a set 
of virtuous character traits that constitute the rational consumer. For Which?of virtuous character traits that constitute the rational consumer. For Which?of virtuous character traits that constitute the rational consumer. For , 
the value of design is purely functional. It is axiomatic that no rational person 
would buy a pair of trainers because of the prestige of the manufacturer’s label, 
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or a car because of its sleek appearance.’67 Like other expert risk-reducing 
discourses, product-testing magazines assume that quality may be translated 
into objective quantities and that the rational consumer will seek expert advice. 
‘Objective’ information is information that concentrates on use-value as defi ned 
by price and quantity, responding to puritanical self-interested consumers.68

The discourses which surround alternative and critical consumption 
indicate a shift in the defi nition and evaluation of consumer choice as related 
to its specific location within wider cultural boundaries. As individual 
consumer choice is charged with power, it appears to be defi ned less in terms 
of rights and more in terms of duties. Consumption is seen less as the sphere 
of negative freedom par excellence and more as a sphere for the exercise 
of positive freedom, less as a private sphere where the consumer can think 
only of him/herself and be freed from the constraints, worries and burdens 
of political and productive imperatives, and more as a public domain defi ned 
by consumers’ freedom to voice their own moral commitments in order 
to change politics and the economy. Furthermore, when the consumer is 
defi ned as a public and political character, his or her happiness may not be 
directly correlated to increases in private commodity consumption. Indeed, 
consumption is often weighted against happiness. ‘Almost any consumption’, 
Oneworld emphasizes, ‘uses up resources. But since one can’t live without 
some consumption . . . how could I live just as satisfying with less? People 
are increasingly experimenting with living simply but more fulfi llingly.’ 
Underlying such themes is the idea that the ‘growth of material culture does 
not translate into more happiness’ and that people’s well-being could be 
‘re formulated on other grounds’, as a concern with ‘quality of life’ gradually 
replaces the negative vision of individual choice with community-oriented 
con tents.69 Far from being seen through the lens of a modernist project, 
hap piness is conceived to involve a re-embedding of people in locality and 
social relations of direct reciprocity. The framing of the consumer within 
political consumerism thus comes full circle: it codifi es a series of practices 
which are bound up with a particular vision of what consumers should do for 
the common good as well as their own happiness.

Concluding Remarks

The literature on consumer practices is full of examples of how social actors 
use commodities to place moral and political weight on to the world.70 As 
consumers people can be deemed normal or deviant, fair or unjust, innocent 
or corrupting, articulating hegemonic views of consumption, choice and 
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identity.71 All in all, consumption is a contested moral and political fi eld and, 
indeed, it is discursively problematized as such; it raises issues of fairness 
both within and beyond the human community. It is imbued with a set of 
crucial binaries such as immediate versus delayed gratifi cation, private versus 
public, nature versus culture, necessity versus luxury, body versus mind, etc. 
These moral and political issues do not arise after the fact as justifi cations; 
they are part of the way we consume, but they also draw on specifi c repertoires 
which are sustained by a number of social institutions, from the family to the 
state, from marketing to consumer associations, from international business 
to supranational organizations and global social movements. There is a 
grow ing historical awareness that consumers ‘did not arise as an automatic 
response to the growth of material culture or commercial society, they had 
to be made . . . through mobilization in civil society and state as well as the 
commercial domain’.72 Our analysis of the current framing of the consumer 
as a political actor suggests that consumers today, perhaps more than ever, 
are continuously turned into key social fi gures via symbolic processes which 
can cut across some of our fi rmest cultural boundaries.

The discursive problematization of the consumer should thus become an 
important object of critical analysis; in order to document and to under stand 
contemporary consumer practices and cultures we also have to under stand 
– to paraphrase Max Weber73 – the ‘good reasons’ that actors give for their 
own and others’ practices of consumption and the ‘type of person’ they 
want themselves to be if and when they do indeed posit themselves as 
con sumers. Of course, this does not mean that we, as social scientists, have 
to proclaim this or that moralist or political view of consumption or of the 
consumer. Daniel Miller has recently exposed the temptation to criticize 
consumption long prevalent among social scientists, showing the poverty 
of a moral critique which typically holds a deeply ethnocentric view, an 
ascetic and conservative vision of consumer culture and a pessimistic, 
elitist theory of consumer identity whereby the ‘superfi cial persona who has 
become the mere mannequin to commodity culture is always someone other 
than ourselves’.74 These comments epitomize what is now a widespread 
tendency within consumer studies, namely to consider consumers as active 
and creative subjects that de-commodify goods, de-coding the meanings 
conveyed by commercial culture. While the emphasis on consumption as 
resistance and transgression is important, we risk losing its full cultural 
and historical meaning if we transform it into an ontology of the consumer. 
In other terms, we should not take what Miller himself considers today’s 
task for consumption studies at face value, i.e. ‘to rescue the humanity of 
the consumer from being reduced to a rhetorical trope in the critique of 
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capitalism’.75 We rather should consider that such a task is co-terminus with 
a set of political and ethical discourses which are articulated in the world 
of consumption in specific practices and institutions. By looking at the 
discourses accompanying new forms of consumption such as ethical and 
critical consumption, the adoption of a frugal lifestyle or the preference for 
Fair Trade goods, we can start asking when and how, under which conditions 
and to what effect consumption might be the means people use to create the 
identity they feel they have lost as labourers or use mass goods to counter 
the homogenization of capitalist production, rather than suppose that this is 
precisely what consumption is per se.

If we should leave moral criticism to the philosophers, we can and indeed 
should as social and cultural analysts consider very closely the ways in which 
consumer goods and practices are moralized and the consumer posited as a 
particular social actor. Moral and political discourses about consumption and 
the consumer offer a perspective on the processes of classifi cation which 
are coextensive with consumer practices and otherwise remain taken for 
granted. In this view, discourses about consumption are best taken as a set 
of diverse situated practices, which are assembled in specifi c contexts and 
which refl ect more or less directly the consumer practices they describe and/
or the moral and political order they take for granted, promote or otherwise 
qualify. While considering consumers’ experience as ordered and patterned, 
and material culture as a means to fi x the categories of culture or objectify 
people’s values,76 the sociology and anthropology of consumption have not 
been very keen to pursue the study of the discourse in this way. To proceed 
in this direction and strike the right balance between due consideration of the 
discursive and parody of the semiotic fallacy, we need further examination 
of discourse as a refl exive and normative practice. Actions and accounts are 
mutually constitutive; accounts construe and support the reality of those 
situations which they comment upon, while they are refl exively linked to 
the socially organized occasions of their use.77 As they address consumption 
and consumers, accounts offer a normative vision, drawing on discursive 
repertoires and working as a frame orienting action and constituting 
subjectivity. Just as the notion of consumer sovereignty has worked as a 
normative claim which helped construct a specialized sphere of action, so 
the political framing of the consumer, which builds on and promotes his or 
her capacity to resist market disentanglement, constructs an ideal image of 
consumers.78 In both cases, the consolidation of a normative frame draws on 
practices and has an effect on them; and in both cases practices also engage 
with other framings and repertoires in such ways as to reproduce or tease 
wider cultural boundaries. In this chapter, looking at ‘critical consumerism’ 
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as a particular framing of both consumption and the consumer, I have tried 
to show how consumer culture is constituted as a culture both for consumers for consumers for
and of consumers, both a set of commodities for people to consume and a 
set of representations of people as consumers, with the latter working as an 
intrinsically normative way of encoding the varieties of meanings associated 
with consumption practices.
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