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Abstract

This paper approaches the question of whether anddon-
sumers as “consumer citizens” establish consumenaie

racy. It will do so by drawing on various theoretiduilding

blocks from sociology. The paper will make useénefdiffer-

ent dimensions contained in the notion of congbitytstart-

ing with the constitution of the social throughiaat through
the politico-legal or institutional conditions cdiisting the

consumer citizen, to the current state of the comsucitizen.
Specifically, the consumer citizen will be briedigcussed in
five steps: from the angles of general social thesocializa-
tion theory, the theory of modern society, from thew of
current social trends, and in the light of consiat&mns from
the theory of democracy. The Internet, as a newnsied
consumer networking, will serve as an empiricalesgsh

area for exemplifying and specifying the theordtmansid-

erations.
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1 Introduction

Currently, we are witnessing a resurgence of academ
as well as political interest in the consumer. iemv of

the obvious problems of governance under conditodns

a global market society, the question arises whethe
there is evidence for an emerging consumer demypcrac
where consumers assume civic responsibility andt exe
a civilizing influence upon the economic realm. €on
sumers are traditionally associated with the pevat
sphere whereas citizens are viewed as belonginigeto
public sphere. The figure of “consumer citizen” leha
lenges such a clear-cut distinction (Negt/Kluge7a9

7] already questioned it long ago). Yet, at the esam
time, the hybrid notion of “consumer citizen” petype
ates the distinction of public and private. Rath®an
rendering the distinction obsolete, it points taftsig
boundaries and the lines of demarcation betweethcpub
and private being redrawn as an outcome of conti®uo
social struggles and negotiations.

Benjamin Barber (2007, 126, also 294 ff.), who saes
threat to democracy in widespread infantilization
spurred by consumer industries, fears a dilutiorthef
concept of citizen by lumping it together with thetion

of consumer. The political sphere, he claims, is experi-
encing a loss of autonomy — an autonomy that ereanat
from public deliberation and the setting of colieely
binding norms, the sovereignty of which must be as-
serted against the economic domain. For this reason
Barber wishes for self-confident citizens of a demo
ratic polity, whoseindividual mastery of life involves
the ability of maintaining the differentiation ebcietal
domains. Nonetheless, he too must take consumasion
a facet of lifeworlds and life practices into acobu
along with the problems it poses for civic involvem
We are at once consumers and citizens and hene hav
no choice but to somehow reconcile the two sidas th

! On the infantilization of consumers and the conseges for

democracy, also see Stiegler (2008).
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make up our personality — be it through strict safan

or by other means. The conception of consumeretitiz
serves to shed light on the forms such reconolmati
may take — including the range of historical angigm

cal manifestations — not more and not fess.

In this article, | approach the question of whethed
how consumers as “consumer citizens” establish con-
sumer democracy by drawing on various theoretical
building blocks from sociology. | will make use thfe
different dimensions contained in the notion of stdo-
tion, starting with the constitution of the sodiatough
action, through the politico-legal or institutionadndi-
tions constituting the consumer citizen, to thereutr
state of the consumer citizen. Specifically, | viitiefly
discuss the consumer citizen in five steps: fromah-
gles of general social theory, socialization thedhe
theory of modern society, from the view of current

cial trends, and in the light of considerationsnirthe
theory of democracy. The Internet, as a new meéns o
consumer networking, will serve as an empirical re-
search area for exemplifying and specifying theothe
retical considerations.

2 Social theory: the consumer citizen as a form of
constituting the subject in everyday practice

At a first and general level of social theory, thesstion

of how actors constitute the social will be addeess
which, as we all know, has been an object of camsid
able controversy in sociology. Approaching the éssu
from a theory of constitution (for instance Giddens
1984) implies that consumer democracy cannot be con
ceived simply as a self-sustaining institutionatiest

2 In so doing, other, third sides of this “hybricbgct” (Reckwitz

2006; Haraway 2007) are left in the dark, thusgmssg the exis-
tence as consumer and citizen greater empiricabswinormative
significance as compared to other social categosigsh as class,
race, and gender, or the identity as a workeregitiz
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rather actors, in this case consumer citizens, st
stantly produce and reproduce the structures df anc
order.

This said, we must first of all note that from ther-
spective of social theory consumption would be ghav
misconceived as a passive, heteronomous activity.
Rather consumption practices involve elements ef ac
tive action, just as the domains of work and pagitilo,
which are much more likely to be associated witbrex

ing influence, exercising power, and with changeurivi
(1973 [1857], 477) already emphasized the complex
entanglement of production and consumption. This li

of reasoning can be further elaborated with the loél
praxeological social and cultural theories. Accogtly,
Michel de Certeau attaches crucial importance &z-{r
tices of consumption for the constitution of a sabj
capable of acting autonomously. In “The Practice of
Everyday Life” (de Certeau 1984), de Certeau, dngwi
on the late Wittgenstein’'s philosophy of language,
points out that theveryday act of putting the given to
use be it commaodities, language, cultural codes, mirba
spaces, technologies, or whatever else may come to
mind, always inheres a potential for creative tgpes-
sion, which represents an elementary componenh4n a
choring political autonomy in everyday life. Thuke
consumptive practice of reading only appears taabe
more passive use of language as compared to writing
For, the process of writing, according to de Cerjdyy
separating itself from the outside world upon whicth
acts to create something starting from a blank sadpe
jects itself to a scriptural economy, which reproek
the modern technocratic power structure. De Certeau
compares writing to the modern idea of politicalale-
tion, which “represents the scriptural projectha tevel

of an entire society seeking to constitute itsslddlank
page with respect to the past (...).” (de Certeaud 198
135, emphasis omitted, J.L.) De Certeau opposes the
practice of reading to forms of the political thetcome
enmeshed in the codes from which they derive their
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power and effectiveness: reading is free to apjatpa
text at will since nothing must be creafed.

My intention at this point is to draw attention tioe
theoretical foundations that | suggest as a stapint
for conceptualizing the figure of the consumerzeiti.
De Certeau’s use-theoretical approach to everyday p
tice shows parallels to pragmatism, symbolic intera
tionism, and ethnomethodology — thus to a class of
theoretical approaches that view any instance tbrac
as containing the seed of potential social innavasind
transformation. In emphasizing the contradictiods o
practice in time and space, he takes a distansero-
otic theories that view consumption and politics in
terms of discursive coding. In a praxeological pecs
tive, a conduct of life modeled after patterns atietl by
the advertising and brand-name industries is mbre o
(pathological) borderline case than the normal .ceee
instance, the “yearning” of the modern individuabted

in romantic ethics would be misinterpreted when
viewed as providing concrete guidance in acts @i- co
sumption, rather it is more appropriately underdtas
an element in the persistent set of problems thakm
the conduct of modern life. It would be just asleasl-
ing to think of “imaginative hedonism”, as Colin
Campbell (1987) calls our common inclination foyda

% At this point, comparisons with other social andtwral theories
could be pursued as well as in a broad sense aopt@mwlogy of
political consumer competence. Bourdieu’s concéptractice and
habitus come to mind in contrast to that of AnthdBigdens, or
Walter Benjamin’s thoughts on the flaneur, GeorgaaBle’'s ac-
count of luxury consumption, or cultural studiesjieh locates the
remainders okmancipatorypotential in consumption practices, or
Ronald Hitzler and Michala Pfadenhauer’s (2006)\s®s, which
lay open phenomenological elements of existentigdtegies in
everyday consumption, for instance, in dissatistiedtomers re-
turning goods, in processes of selection, or imtiacts of staging
one’s personality, which remain confined to indisadilife politics,
and therefore do not aim at forming a collectivaurttervailing
consumer power, but nevertheless embody types pérences
conducive to developing abilities required in palgolitical life.
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dreaming, as a stable form of practice that weimeiyt
engage in in everyday consumption.

The constitution of the consumer citizen cannotbe
rived from discourses alone, as various historcelly-
ses that have identified a formation of the preskayt
subject centered on consumption (Reckwitz 2006;
Prisching 2006) would have us believe. In these ap-
proaches, the post-modern, consuming subject hargel
disappears into the greater cultural structure®tyitig
consumerism and marketing. They treat it as iferev
an empty receptacle to be filled and fully reduseeve-
ryday acts to the level of executimglturally coded,
routine consumption practicabat can be read empiri-
cally from historical discourse formationsThere are,
however, serious objections to such a view (Lamla
2008e). And precisely because there is no douht tha
dispositional shifts toward a consumer culture oan
deed be observed - for instance, as exemplifiethby
“other-directed personality”, which | will deal kitbe-
low - the basic theoretical differences indicatdxb\e
ought not be rashly passed over. It makes a diftere
whether we adopt a view of modern consumerism as a
coherent and routine form of practice or if we pre-
pared to expect an intensification of contradicsi@md
suffering, which might originate from the difficids of
narratively assimilating accelerated consumptitunats
with the biographical meanings attached to lifecpcas
(Lamla 2008a).

The latter is exemplified in Eva lllouz’s (1997udt on

the relation of consumption and love. In the cowte
the commercialization of romanticism, consumption
practices and love have entered a synthesis, vidicbt
confined to certain social classes: the rendezvows
exclusive restaurant, the joint trip abroad, omyvien-
portant in the USA, the evening spent togetherhat t
drive-in theater are all instances testifying te flact
that socio-cultural practices have evolved arouod-c
sumption that have become pivotal for community,
identity, and subject formation. It is indeed cotréo
describe the present in terms of a radicalizatibten-
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dencies of merging the economy and ways of life int
hybrid forms. It would be mistaken though to intetp
this as a process leading to a socio-culturadigerent
form, as postmodern diagnoses of consumerism tend to
do. As lllouz (1997, 178f.) illustrates in the raive
structure of the accounts given by her researcjests)
attempts to work images of romantically chargecdelov
affairs and amorous adventures that transcend dhe n
mality of everyday life into a biographical stongi that
describes the process of establishing and maintiai
true love relationship increasingly fail. At suchims,
chasms between a virtual world of images and sigms,
the one hand, and experienced everyday practicteon
other, become apparent, which actors have to cafhe w
pragmatically and biographically. In looking es@dig

at the new phenomenon of online dating, where grave
disappointment at the point of transition from tirual

to the real world is a common fate of a vast nundjer
would-be lovers, lllouz (2007) underscores thatiista
in the face of such discrepancies involves crisesta
an increasing extent painful experiences.

3 Socialization theory: the biographical formation
of the consumer citizen

The dispute between praxeological and semiotic-para
digms in cultural and social theory has far-reaghin
consequences for the figure of the consumer citizen
because conceptual choices at this level have ¢apli
tions concerning the potential for “consumer resis-
tance”. One is reminded of the past dispute over Pa
son’s role theory, where interactionists countehesl
model of a passive “role taking” with the conceptn
active “role making” in order to establish the citiwehs

for the formation of critical competency and an
autonomous ego identity in socialization theory
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(Habermas 1973) Socialization and formation refer to
those higher-level processes that shape a spéealbic
tus in the course of a life history. Such procesmes
pivotal in determining the characteristic naturettoé
political, ethical, and moral map by which peopéin
gate through everyday consumption and life in ganer
I would like to briefly discuss this referring tdlrert O.
Hirschman’s theoretical considerations spelled iout
his book “Shifting Involvements” (1982).

Hirschman addresses shifts in the form of involveime
from consumer to citizen and back to consumer again
a recurring cyclical alternation between consumat a
citizen in the course of a life history. Althougk hon-
ceives of this shift as a complete change fromtgpe

of action and one action arena to another, priasate
public thus representing strictly separate sphehnés,
theory does not reject the notion of a consumezetit
To the contrary, according to Hirschman, it is thenu-
lation of disappointment to the point of a lifestsi that
motivates a reassessment of the previous conduite of
— in the sense of change at the level of secondrord
preferences— and leads to shifting involvement from
the market to the political arena, which is agdiors
lived due to recurring disappointment arising frem:
periences of over- or underinvolvement in the democ
ratic process. Politicization and civic distan@atifrom

an existence as a private consumer is conceiveah as
endogenously motivated, biographical learning and
formation process — a gradually evolving dispositio

4 Except that today controversy is less about ndwmable as-
signment for individuals as about the cultural ogdof subjectivity
as such.

® Hirschman draws on the work of Harry Frankfurt udnatya
Sen. Disappointments arising from structural fezguof durable
goods and personal services by no means leadtiaighg line to
the political arena; at first, experiencing disappoent will only
motivate changes in consumption behavior (for imstathe acqui-
sition of other goods). For such a shift to takacpl a more funda-
mental biographical transformation must occur. &onore detailed
discussion of this formation process, see Lamla200
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towards political involvement awaiting the righigger.
Triggering events can be critical occurrences, sagh
wars or economic crises, or the emergence of atitic
frames that nourish the projection of private disap
pointment with consumption upon markets and com-
mercial culture.

It is a theoretical figure that, in the case of thevate
conduct of consumer life, points out a mode of gaar
izing and accommodating orientation patterns of the
same type as socialization theories in the Meadekia
Kohlberg-Erikson tradition tend to use in explamin
transitions in the stages of development of anidgo-

tity or moral consciousness. However, Hirschman’s
cyclical model is empirically more open and theieret
cally more underdetermined. It does not claim invar
able stages of development and treats the shifarw
the public arena as a historical and not a univéosm

of resolving biographical crises. Consequentlythis
view, other combinations of consumer and citizea ar
not only conceivable but are also normatively ddse

in light of the instability of both a purely privaand an
active public life.

In contrast to theories that lament the loss ofivadv
political public (such as Arendt 1958; Habermas&99
Sennett 2003; Bauman 2000), Hirschman (1982, 132f.)
concludes from his analyses that new ways of ratonc
ing and recombining private and political involvarhe
must be sought. For him the sole factor explaimnity

the persistent discrepancies in the experienceoas c
sumer and citizen have so far failed to give resenbre
reconciliatory forms of bridging the gap is to lwauhd

in the institutional differentiation of a public-uecal
and a private-economic domain. The institutions in
capitalist democracies distribute the available exid
voice options among the separate social domains in
such an unfavorable manner that alternative, thdéss
volatile or acquiescent forms of reconciling prevaind
public involvement are either systematically impedde
even prevented from emerging to begin with. Irrespe
tive of whether Hirschman’s cyclical theory canllsti
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claim to be a fully convincing account of modesirof
volvement in the 2L century, its value for our analysis
lies in the fact that it allows to conceive of pathf de-
velopment from the perspective of socialization and
formation theory leading up to a consumer citizdrow
is capable of rearranging the domain-specific aaen
tions in a more stable manner and less prone tp4dis
pointment so that private-economic and public-pzait
motivations must not necessarily be structurallyom-
patible. At this point, the ball is passed to thedry of
modern society, which must assume the task ofifgent
ing the institutional demarcation lines and straitu
dynamics that obstruct the prospects of such alojeve
ment and explain how they do so.

4 Theory of modern society: the institutional make-
up of the consumer citizen

Hirschman wrote his book in light of the historical
situation in 1968 and the economic crisis of th&Q
This alone raises questions as to the generalizabfi

his cyclical model of consumer and citizen invohesrn
beyond the specific social situation of the time hls-
torical and international comparison, there havenbe
other configurations of problems and conditionst tha
have fostered more stable forms of reconciling aons
erism and citizenship — | have Cohens’ book “Consum
ers’ Republic” (2003) on the post-war US in mind, o
the fall of the Berlin Wall (Kroen 2003), or thesei in
politically and ethically inspired consumption sty for
instance, in  Scandinavian countries  (Mich-
eletti/Follesdal/Stolle 2004). Of course, this doext
automatically mean that such forms also mark a high
standard, in normative terms, from the perspectize
socialization, formation, or the theory of demograc
My main intention is to guard against a theoretjwai-
spective that renders the functional differentiatime-
tween politics and the economy an absolute and-to a
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low for and take into account malleability and dist-
nuities at the level of modernity’s institutionaicacul-
tural configurations. Under what kind of societahdi-
tions are political formation processes likely tocor
that lay the groundwork for an everyday practicéhwi
the potential of bridging the gap between involveme
for the public weal and for private benefit withawat
solving the difference between consumer and citizen
one-sidedly? To what extent has social change gurin
the past decades evolved towards or away from such
conditions?

For political scientists, the conditions constitgtithe
consumer as a legal economic subject (e.g. infoomat
and liability rights), the structure of collectiveterest
representation, and opportunities for taking leglon
(class action or representative action; see théribon
tion by Struenckin this volume) play an important role
in this respect. Opportunities for cooperating vastab-
lished political (e.g. parties and unions) as vaslicivil
society actors (NGOs), political opportunity sturets,
and many other factors are also of great signitiedor

a detailed analysis. As a sociologist, | choosdinhit
myself to the level of structural dynamics, whiahlyo
marginally touches upon issues pertaining to tlyalle
make-up of political institutions. Among the instit
tional factors that we must keep an eye on arestitue-
tures of markets and media publics as well as @lltu
conventions and the allocation of economic resaurce
Far-reaching changes in the social conditions doitst
ing the consumer citizen could also arise partityla
from technological change sparked by the Interrigte
significance of this factor results from the fagatt the
structures of the media society and “mass culthes/e
assumed a leading role in the constitution of the-c
sumer citizen in the Zdcentury.

Hirschman is not concerned with the structural gdran
formation of media publics. His reasoning referghe
institution of the nuclear family, on the one haadd
the ambivalent opportunities for participation po=d
by political collectives and bodies, such as paditipar-
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ties or associations, on the other, which — acogrdo

his thesis — offer no appropriate alternative neddl
course to either self-sacrificing vocational dewotior
being confined to periodical elections. Howeverwd
direct our attention more toward the structureshef
political public and intermediary entities, we gaén
somewhat different impression of the social coondsi

of the consumer citizen’s socialization in modeogis
ety. It can be argued that the mass media, in spitdi

the difficulties in stably reconciling public andiyate
engagement, have encouraged the emergence of fabitu
formations or character types that counteract st

tile tendencies of oscillating by either fragmeqgtitne
dispositions of the consumer and citizen or by dran
forming one into the other such that engagemeirihen
public interest may survive as an illusion in thesg of
consumerism. David Riesman and his associates (1958
provide a very instructive example of an analy$ithis
type of socialization in their study of the otheredted
personality. Riesman et al. describe the dispositi
ward being a consumer who sensitively attunes his
standpoint to the expectations of reference grammb
published opinion as the joint product of a sozation
process influenced from various quarters, startiiity
empathetic communication in the nuclear family,
through social education in school and, particylarl
increasing peer group significance, to the massianed
product marketing, and communication through adver-
tising. With regard to the political sphere, thisik of
habitus formation, according to Riesman et al.e$ain
the form of either a new kind of apathy or appessan
“inside dopester” who readily repeats political itiogs

as portrayed by the mass media while neither baiohg

to make own meaningful connections with everyday
experience nor to gain inspiration for civic invelaent
(Riesman et al. 1961, 239). The main feature, Ragsm
claims, distinguishing the other-directed from iheer-
directed personality characteristic of Protestamtis
the former’s craving for social recognition.
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Now, the interesting point in Riesman’s analysishist
this diagnosis does not lead him to dismiss thenaif
consumer citizen altogether, rather he asks alwat t
conditions for autonomy to organically develop ofit
other-direction; he suspects that, in this regtre,con-
sumer personality has some potential in store (Raes

et al. 1961, 260ff.5. To identify such conditions, he
draws attention to four sets of - partially ovefdaqy -
factors that conjoin in determining the consume¥ ci
zen: a) Factors involved in establishing and sadedyu
ing the autonomy of the private sphere; b) relatioh
social recognition; c) types of civic involvement the
community; and d) consultation and exchange ofrinfo
mation in market settings (for details, see Lan0872
72-76). In the Internet era, these sets of faatoay be
undergoing change and, by way of affecting thetunst
tional conditions constituting the consumer citizeray
have a lasting impact upon its habitus formation.
Whether this is indeed the case is an empiricgbgno
question for contemporary social analysis to addres
Sigrid Baringhorst, in an article entitl&€onsumers as
Netizens(“Konsumenten als Netizens”, 2007), assem-
bled a few structural parameters indicating tramsés
tions that could have an impact on consumer citizen
habitus formation in the medium-term. The Internet
strengthens consumers’ economic leverage by fateilit
ing access to market information, from price compar
sons to product testing. It potentially expands oy

® “However, just as there is in my opinion a greatariety of atti-

tudes toward leisure in contemporary America thapears on the
surface, so also the sources of utopian politibalking may be
hidden and constantly changing, constantly disggishemselves.
While political curiosity and interest have beergidy driven out
of the accepted sphere of the political in recezdrg by the focus
of the press and of the more responsible sectopublic life on

crisis, people may, in what is left of their prigdives, be nurturing
newly critical and creative standards. If thesepte@re not strait-
jacketed before they get started (...) people mayesday learn to
buy not only packages of groceries or books butahger package
of a neighborhood, a society, and a way of lif&Rlesman 1961,
306-307)
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exit but also voice options in the market sphekene
though market suppliers may be slow in providinghsu
opportunities. In addition, it offers civil sociebrgani-
zations a space where mobilizing consumers fottipoli
cal protest is much easier and there are consigerab
greater opportunities to do so, thus entailing geann
the political opportunity structures for civic inve-
ment. Prospectively, the Internet also holds oppuwit
ties for less centralized forms of horizontal cansu
networking from which new forms of consumer citizen
ship may emerge (Bieber/Lamla 2005). Currentlyhsuc
opportunities for networking are being utilized nigi

in so-called “online communities”, which at the sam
time serve to establish and maintain relationshgus
reciprocal recognition that often (though not alajago
not operate on basis of the conventional, econdiyica
or culturally dominant criteria for affording soties-
teem’ And, not least, the Internet also increases oppor-
tunities for playfully exploring the self in the ipate
sphere, which, for Riesman, plays a key role ina@ch
ing consumer autonomy (also Roéssler 2001). Of egurs
this is not to deny that the virtual world of thadrnet
also embodies considerable addictive potential.
Whether the Internet provides a platform for thieeot
directed consumer to develop into a consumer atize
who undergoes a process of political formationha t
private sphere is, of course, not decided by therdity

of structural opportunities provided by the Intdrrmut
rather by the way in which this potential is indivally

" Riesman sees freeing relations of social recagmifrom the

confines of the myths of achievement and succesditinally

underpinning work society as a crucial condition &tonomy to

develop out of other-direction. This allows to dersivate how the
sets of factors interact constitutively: Consumpteissumes com-
pensation functions in the private sphere (and thespens de-
pendencies) as long as desired social esteem anckltited self-
esteem it affords essentially depend on the posdime occupies in
the sphere of production. The prevailing institaéibconditions of
flexible underemployment extend compulsive prodistn (Gid-

dens 1994) into the private sphere instead of tiinvate sphere
containing it and putting it into perspective (Lan2008b).
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and collectively put to use. The empirical dynarafc
the sphere of digital communication also showsssigh
continuity of social structures from the mass mezta

or even a further deepening of the dependenci¢shba
other-directed consumer is already subject to. Aido
nant principle of organizing knowledge in modern so
cieties marked by complexity is, for instance, Heg-
mentation of the public in a myriad of co-existsagial
worlds, which generally engage in negotiating dohfl
only in cases where rivalry for territories or resmes
leads them to get in each other's way (Strauss ;1993
Schitze 1992. This structural logic of the public
sphere, as exemplified by the vast selection ofanag
zines available at any bookstore at a major tritias,

fits in perfectly well with consumer-oriented matke
Such markets drive the segmentation of social vgorld
and sub-worlds by constantly expanding the range of
products and services offered. The Internet, itespf

its hypertext protocol, proves to be surprisinghynser-
vative in this respect. In the vastness of virtsgdce,
social worlds also each occupy their own respective
territories; and, in contrast to the bookstore ehitvere
really is room for them all. There are indeed some

8 Social worlds are built around certain practicesare activities
for which their members claim authenticity and tegacy, develop
technologies, occupy spaces, and, as the case endgrin organi-
zations without being formally organized as a wh®&ather, their
boundaries are determined by the scope of effecibramunica-
tion. Markets, too, can be described as social dgorbr, more
specifically, as sub-worlds (Fligstein 1996; Kli@grson 1978). To
illustrate this symbolic-interactionist conceptiecommend taking
a look at the shelves of a contemporary bookstbeeraajor Euro-
pean train station, where numerous worlds are septed in an
impressive selection of magazines for dog, horse;an owners,
anglers, model railroad enthusiasts and computerega others
are concerned with the world of fashion and bodjuce, or the
home, nutrition, and dining. The boundaries of abwiorlds are in
constant flux due to segmentation, internal difféisgion of sub-
worlds, and processes of intersecting with otherldgo In the
process, as Strauss (1993) points out, social srémauently
emerge, where the legitimacy of core activitiecamtested and
demarcation lines are collectively (re)negotiated.
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cross-linkages. But, for reasons of precautiorpoesi-
bility for the content of other domains is disclaith To

be sure, the pattern of segmentation is changitig tive
spread of collaborative applications that have been
grouped under the controversial label of “Web 2.0”
(O'Reilly 2005), which refers to the platform nagunf
marketplaces, such as Amazon and eBay, or cultural
spaces, such as Wikipedia or MySpace and the dgnami
networking they enable. But these technical infrest
tures do not necessarily alter relations of donugean
embodied in the institutionalize@lations of communi-
cation constituting the consumer citizen eitfler.

5 Current social trends: activating the consumer
citizen in cultural capitalism

Analysis of current basic social trends falls withhe
scope of the social sciences. Such an analysisresqu
relating structural dynamics, as reflected by titerhet,

to other parameters that determine the overall csmp
tion of society. In the following, | will attempbtdo this
with an eye to the co-evolution of cultures anditzgigt
markets, which is moving toward a constellationt tha
Rifkin (2001) calls “cultural capitalism”. In thisonstel-
lation, the activation of consumers has gained érem
dous significance (see for instance Rose 1999)reThe
have been considerable changes compared to th# era
other-direction; yet it is still not clearly discgbole

® For Manuel Castells, for instance, it is not ateaident that me-
dia innovation in the digital space of the Interwdt allow to ward

off civil society’s marginalization in flexible nebrk capitalism.
To be sure, there is a diversification of offersflecting the fact
that media adjust, just as flexible markets don#mifold consumer
needs. Yet, below the surface runs a fundamergavage between
a minority of the interactingwho are capable of making active use
of the various communication channels provided, andhjority of
the interacted who are content with the predetermined choices
handed to them by a multi-media environment getoedrd enter-
tainment (see Castells 2003, 394-403 and, in metaild Lamla
2005).
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whether communication with consumers and about con-
sumption, geared toward mobilizing them, enhances
consumer autonomy or rather deepens dependency. To
give an empirical answer to this question one rgasia
grasp on the formation of contemporary capitalisraa
totality, which is no easy task by all means. leirth
groundbreaking study on the “new spirit of capgadf,
Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello (2003) provide a
model for such an analysis. They suggest identifyire
historical formation of contemporary capitalism hvit
the help of its “political grammar” (in GermaRolis-
Grammati}, a term used by the authors in referring to
the system of justifications that must fit the e
institutional configuration of capitalism — its atlation

of social positions and social valuations as weslittze
institutionalized forms of placing demands upon its
members as the grounds for such allocation - tba-f
ing a relationship of “elective affinity” (Boltan-
ski/Chiapello 2003, 61ff., 147ff.). Theritique of capi-
talism plays a crucial role for social change in this-con
text, to the extent that it manages to effectivegje-
gitimize capitalist institutions and forces themréad-
just.

Is there any indication for the emergence otam-
sumer-oriented polis And if so, does the social form
implied in speaking of polis entail more substamnte
terms of consumer democracy and consumer citizenshi
than a merely superficial reference to the eanyn®of
self-administration in the Greek city states. Thilf be
examined in the following drawing on Boltanski and
Chiapello’s methodology. In a first step, | willkaabout
the conventions and patterns of criticism that pilew

the public sphere for legitimizing or delegitimigicer-
tain consumption practices and forms of involvement
This will be complemented by an analysis of how the
principles forming capitalist society react to teasul-
tural and normative lines of conflict in order tioannel
anticonsumerist criticism and the concomitant “ntiera
zation of markets” (Stehr 2007). Ongoing discursive
politicization of consumption can be interpretedaas
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expression of a revived quest for attaining a nalv b
ance between existence as a private consumer and a
public citizen. But what societal transformationsda
shifts does it indicate? And are such tendenciesro
cultural and economic closure more likely to prévai
that cement the institutional and habitual depeoidsn
of other-direction? Or will conflict dynamics emerg
with the potential of paving new ways for gaining- p
vate and political autonomy, thus allowing the con-
sumer citizen to escape such a predicament? Wéll th
Internet, in particular, provide a fertile experimues
ground for this?

Politicization of consumption is clearly on theeriand
anticonsumerism is experiencing a revival. At lehst
non-fiction book market creates this impressionnd a
casts doubt on this assessment at the same tine(Ta
1; for a more detailed discussion, see Lamla 20@6).
appears that capitalism and the critique of capital
can splendidly co-exist harmoniously, hence raisiheg
question whether public mobilizations of consunees
actually more than a subversive form of stimulating
markets. How do patterns of criticism and formsenf
gagement relate to the modes of regulation govgrnin
contemporary capitalism? Do they create a crisike-of
gitimacy with which civil society pressures exisgfin
economic institutions to change? Or does suchcisiti
keep within the bounds of cultural capitalism’stseys

of justifications so that it fits in with the ingitional
structures of capitalism and maybe even serves to
strengthen them? Or — and this is an importand thir
possibility — may such criticism possibly be vagoen-
tradictory, and fragmented to the point that ecoicom
institutions can easily adopt single elements afhsu
criticism to rejuvenate their justifications whikdde-
stepping or otherwise warding off attacks directed
their institutional cores?
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Table 1: The discursive field of anticonsumeristique

and forms of anticonsumerist engagement

pattern of social critiqgue of consumption artistic critiqueaainsumption
criticism more liberal strong value$ lack of authenticity
arena authenticity
The Rebel Sell limiting the civic
politics (Heath/Potter): | No Logo! spaces of existence as
state shapes (Klein): “commercial craftsmanship
policies decentralized| culture™® (Bauman;
participatory | (Misik) Sennett;
democracy Taylor)

Fake for Real | Culture Jam
media Black Book on (Mair/Becker): | (Lasn):
(advertising] Brand-name subversion via| mental
industry) Companie¥ deconstruction| environmental

(Werner/Weiss): protection
creative forms | sustainable | consumerist possessive
market of redistribution | consumption [ manifestd? desiré?
(Pdtter; (Bolz): (Ullrich):
Worldwatch | consumption =| biographical
Institute; civility formation
Busse) process

The discursive landscape of anticonsumerism under-
scores the verdict by Boltanski und Chiapello (2003
who claim that the critique of capitalism currentign-
tributes to its own weakening and represents niowser
threat to the prevailing capitalist systeRirtstly, capi-
talism was able to accommodat&ique from the ranks

of art in the late 1960s, which championed the ideas of

19 Book-title, translated from GermaKd@mmerzkultuy

1 Book-title, translated from GermaSdhwarzbuchMarkenfirmgn
12 Book-title, translated from GermaKd@nsumistisches Manifést
13 Book-title, translated from GermaH#benwollen)
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emancipation and self-realization, by developingl an
exploiting the underlying principles as a marketabl
cultural resource. The artistic critique of cap#al has
been reduced to aesthetic issues of lifestyles reasd
itself become a question of contingent choices. To
whatever degree citizen engagement may be authentic
or not, in cultural capitalism, the criticisms lained at

the sphere of consumption, the acts of affirmatais;
tanciation or subversion citizens may partake & ar

any case, all welcome instances for creating ndueya
providing new focal points around which to groupvne
lifestyle offers. For instance, the culture jammerthe
self-proclaimed Luddites of the media age — whoavag
their subversive attacks against the advertisiaigistry

and its brand clichés do more to keep the language-
game of the hip and the cool going (Frank 1997;l Dol
2006) than to effectively disrupt it. Take for exam

the two positions in table 1 represented by Kabesri
(1999), on the one hand, and Judith Mair and Silke
Becker (2005), on the other. Both use the sameadsth

of deconstructing the language of mass media and ad
vertisement. But they differ clearly in the wayyrstate
their mission: While Lasn wants to resort to sonmelk

of green, sufficient, and authentic lifestyle, tb#her
position completely rejects all authenticity clairasd
looks for a way of life emancipated from such stron
values as associated with conceptions of the deecal
“good life”. Therefore, a broad spectrum of differe
normative claims supports this kind of anticonsuster
engagement. But in cases where the politicizatibn o
consumers revolves around normative questionsef th
authenticity and inauthenticity of more or less coan-
cialized cultural expressions and aims at breakieg
advertising industry’s power of interpretation, ietth
issues not only quickly get tangled up in mattefs o
taste. Moreover, drawing on de Certeau, we cancbbje
to such a strategy that consumers gain distance and
autonomy vis-a-vis the commercial coding of th&inc
duct of life mainly through tactics of everyday gea
and less by way of engaging themselves at the same
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level of language-games with the goal of creating a
counter-culturé?

A secondproblem ensuing from the artistic critique of
consumption and its communication structures is the
weakening of social critique rooted in indignation
aroused by social inequalities and injustices eelab

the accumulation regime of global capitalism. Those
critical positions in table 1 represented by P&{2806)

or Busse (2006), who try to relate the moral clawhs
the sustainable development debate to Western con-
sumption patterns, have many difficulties in finglian
appropriate strategy for changing consumer behavior
At least they trust in the capabilities of estaidd
communication channels in the market sphere to form
and transform consumption. But marketing frames-cri
cal positions that link the Western style of conption

to social inequality and injustice and demand tbe-c
sumer citizen adopt sustainable consumption patti@rn
the same way that it frames positions inspiredrhgta
critique: as political choices of lifestyles. Thpsovides

the ground for figures such as the LoHaS to emerge
they are consumers who cultivate a “lifestyle oéltte
and sustainability” modeled after health-obsessed,
Smart-driving Hollywood stars. But organic wellness
products, too, form a consumer market where exponen
tial growth rapidly offsets gains in efficiency and
economies in resource use. Only in conjunction \&ith
politico-institutional and public framing of marlsethat
would allow to counteract and provide effectivedee
back in case of such paradoxes and the numeroas oth
inconsistencies in individual consumption stylesitis
conceivable that the consumption-dependent evalutio
of markets might be geared toward maintaining celle
tive goods, such as social justice and sustaitgbidut

not by simply letting the segmentation of lifest/kake

its course.

* This does not deny that marketing strategies n& Isuitable
meansfor civil society to elicit public reponse (e.gieer 2006;
Baringhorst 2006).
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As long as this does not happen, the spiral ofpdisa
pointment and the concurrent process of oscillatiag
tween private and political forms of engagement
threaten to continue. This diagnosis of a persisten
congruity between forms of individual and colleetiv
autonomy is confirmed — and this is théd aspect — in
areas where those voicing social criticism are quot-
tent with engaging in politically charged consuropfi
but seek to install a vigilant political public tBato
champion the right of regulating markets througheso
eign acts of democratic legislation in light of iggdly
operating corporations that readily accept childota
and exploitative wages. Note that cases of thig,tygb
which globalization-critical non-governmental organ
zations or protest movements are examples, doepet r
resent an integrative form of reconciling consuraued
citizen either. Rather, this is a type of civil gty activ-

ist, who, in the face of limitations to the natistate’s
capacity for governance in a global economy, has di
covered the symbolic worlds of branded consumpdi®n
a public arena and a remaining point of attacketms

of their critical stance and level of involvemestich
forms of politicizing consumption by way of callirigr
boycotts, information campaigns, assuming watchdog
functions, or immediate involvement in regimes of
global governance distinguish these citizen adgvis
from the majority of other consumers, who seek«erte
political influence (and believe in the ability tm so)
upon markets by making private choices in the @urs
of everyday consumption.

While they, by protesting in the market arena, rileed
attempt to win other consumers over and mobilizsrth
for their ethical concerns, these activists, howeea-
counter the dilemma of how to approach consumer cit
zens without either demanding to much of them @n th
basis of their own strong political values and heyh
pectations of virtue or otherwise casting their ahor
concerns in the guise of consumer goods and sstvice
offering them for sale according to the rules gaugy
volatile (opinion) markets (Beetz 2007). Naomi Kiei
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manifest “No Logo!” (2000) is a characteristic exden

of trying to cope with (or cover up) the difficids of
bridging the gap between a social critique of sweat
shops, which seeks to improve the standards ofdiin

the developing countries, and an anticonsumerist at
tude of Western consumer citizens, whose lifeghglie

tics follows the tracks of artistic critique.

Altogether, the heterogeneity involved in the poia-
tion of consumption documented in table 1 indicates
difficulties of reconciling political and privatengage-
ment in cultural capitalism without taking the stiaut

of criticism. The fragmentation of the discursiveld

not only points to structural shortcomings of aoric
sumerism under cultural capitalism, but can alsanbe
terpreted as reflecting a historically open questan
appropriate mode of expression, which, althouglfaso
proceeding in a largely uncoordinated divisionaifdr,
has nonetheless evoked responses on the part of eco
nomic and political institutions. Hence, the waye th
various patterns of critigue and forms of involverne
are linked may well prove to be much more important
for enhancing and reconciling collective and indual
autonomy than consumer citizens individually inggr
ing public and private virtues (Micheletti 2003n |
other words, the key issue is the specific confgjan

of a consumer democracy’s institutional make-up, in
cluding the nature of its public sphere, in theatian of
which a variety of actors are involved (governments
companies, interest organizations, political movetsie
consumers, etc.) and where a wide range of difteren
types of consumer citizens can legitimately claim a
place?®

Under current conditions, however, such a patmsii4
tutionalization would seem to require, as an essent
that structures of a political public evolve thabgct
discourse about the political forms of consumption

5 As we all know, Habermas already sought formsasfimunica-
tion for reasonable political will-formation, whicjexact political
morality only in small increments” (Habermas 19487).
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greater pressures of learning and justification.tifis
point, the question arises whether the Internetdcaat

as a medium for such a consumer public. Currentldev
opments on the Web give cause for skepticism (Lamla
2008c). However, due to the plasticity of digitath-
nology and the fact that it resists monopolizatian,
struggle over the institutional framing and shapofg
digital interaction spaces, platforms and publ&cengo-

ing. The open-source movement comes to mind or chal
lenges to property rights through subversive fowhs
gift exchange in the world of digital commoditiesich

as music, movies, pictures, books, and computer
games- The conflict dynamics on the Internet that can
be expected to unfold in the wake of culturalizatod

the economy and the simultaneous economization of
culture are not easy to predict (Benkler 2006). Ewsy,

as long as the struggle over the digital bounddses
tween public and private, free and commercial plat-
forms, Web-citizenship vs. Web-consumership is car-
ried out through flexing muscles and market segaient
tion, which largely defy the logic of reasoned deba
the financially powerful parties, in this case thege
media corporations, usually are in a better pasito
cultivate the “economic field” (Bourdieu 1998) acdo

ing to their own criteria.

6 Conclusion: Toward a normative theory of con-
sumer demaocracy

Here, | have introduced the figure of consumerzeiti

to draw the attention of research on democracyhéo t
complex boundaries between the private and pudntid,

the market and politics. The aim of this exercisdoi
underpin models of a normatively demanding consumer
democracy with a social scientific analysis of tha-

'® Following de Certeau (1984, 27), we can interfitese practices
as instances of potlatch, indicating an alterna¢isenomy, surviv-
ing under conditions of advanced economic libenalis
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tural and institutional conditions for its realiwat. The
methodological position guiding this investigation
might best be characterized as an empirically recon
structive critical theory. In this vein, | will teka — still
very preliminary — stance on the prospects of coresu
democracy.

In line with de Certeau, Hirschman, and Riesman, |
consider the consumer citizen to be a concept eati
siderable potential in principle. However, givere th
structural dynamics of a consumer-oriented poksijsa
apparent in the contemporary critique of capitalesma
consumerism, the key factor in tapping such paaénti
would seem to be developing the institutional strres

of the public sphere along lines that guard agaiinst
immediately being directed into the channels of-seg
mented and fragmented markets right from the ataait
preserving its genuine political character instet
essence of which | consider to be the principleesf
solving conflict through reasoned deba@nly if con-
sumers, beyond engaging in specific consumption or
consumer boycott activities that remain tied to rneer-

ket setting (on whatever grounds such action may be
motivated: politically, morally, by criticism of cbem-
porary culture or shared ideologies), also exeritieen-
selves in negotiating the conflicts originatingrfraheir
validity claims, will they be able to develop dematc
competence and regain collective autonomy. This ap-
pears to be a hopeless venture within the realrihef
mass media communication system, and much seems to
indicate that the established media patterns @ lz-

ing extended into the digital communication spate o
the Internet. Nonetheless, the direction the t@nsh-
tion of the digital public sphere will ultimatelgke has
historically yet to be decided. Whether the palition

of consumption will be able to reinvigorate general
awareness of the interrelations between privatepand
litical, individual and collective autonomy andsttur-

ally anchor such awareness more effectively thdorbe

IS an open question awaiting an answer. This in any
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case poses a veritable challenge to a democrafic ci
culture.

Iris Marion Young (2006) made an interesting sugges
tion in this respect. Drawing on the case of swesis

in the garment industry, she outlined a “social reamn
tion model” that spells out social responsibilitgt rin
terms of a general civic obligation, but gradedoage
ing to the power and influence granted differeribes;
institutionally and by way of resources, by theiabc
positions they occupy in the complex fabric of rdee
pendencies that mark global society. She beliekat t
instead of mutually attributing responsibility aodimg

to the principle of causation it is, first of atlecessary
to make implicit knowledge of how things interrelat
and are entangled more explicit — for instance, hayv
idly changing fashions in the West, which are dlso
eled by expressive forms of everyday practice, caffe
production conditions in developing countries. lar h
view, efforts at communicating and making such-rela
tionships known and publicly visible are more impor
tant than rather helpless attempts at adjustingyichahl
buying patterns to force change upon institutiond a
structures.

Applied to the Internet, this would mean tratnas
would have to form that are not confined to nedirtta
and ascertaining common understandings withinraisti
social worlds but encourage communication transcend
ing such social boundaries. Only then would ploéti-
cization of consumption styles and lifestyles and their
tacit validity claims, which currently tends to melize
itself, actually take on qualities resembling agass of
democratic deliberation. Consumption, existenceaas
consumer, and consumerism have in fact long been
politicized, not only by critiques of consumerismda
capitalism, but also through privatization and dlcéva-
tion of consumers in the course of public econoamd
social policies (Giddens 2003, 18; Evers 1998; Kelaat

al. 2007; Lamla 2008d), strategic “investments in
forms” by influential market actors (Thévenot 1984

by young people populating the Parisian banlieules, w
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in terms of participating in prosperity, feel leftt in the
cold. Thus, a consumer democracy would first have t
effectively channel in public arenas and argumenta-
tively further elaborate what is indeed already elyd
taking place, yet in a too widely dispersed, segetkn
fashion and, for this reason, generally without sesn
quences at the structural level: political talk aboon-
sumption and its consequences.
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