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 “Civic Choices:

Retrieving Perspectives on Rationality, Consumption, and Citizenship”
First Draft

Mark Bevir (Politics, Berkeley) and Frank Trentmann (History, Birkbeck)

Much of the current debate about consumption and citizenship is conducted in two opposed languages: rational choice/consumerism versus community/citizenship. Our paper is an attempt at disturbing this simplistic, if politically convenient polarity. Invariably, much of the recent scholarly and critical political engagement with consumption has developed in reaction to neoliberalism. Choice has become tightly associated with consumerism and markets. Indeed, by the early twenty-first century, choice has became a major dividing line between rival political and academic projects, as important as attitudes to nationalisation or free trade in earlier periods of the modern world. For advocates, not to advance choice is equivalent to the denial of individual freedom for active citizens in a world of demanding consumers. For critics, to expand systems of choice is equivalent to the erosion of shared civic values, or a key vehicle of governmentality and the construction of an ‘advanced liberal’ individual. Communitarianism has been one (perhaps the main) powerful oppositional voice.
 

Of course, this dichotomy, which has become a dominant form of discourse especially in the Anglo-Saxon world, rests on strong ideal-typical abstractions. In the field of consumption studies, the main response has been to question the association between choice and consumption. Historians have emphasized how consumer advocacy and the discourse of the consumer interest have played a vital role in expanding citizenship and civic life, offering a kind of parallel politics for disenfranchised groups as well as advancing the voice and claims of enfranchised citizens. Political scientists and theorists have recently wondered whether hedonistic qualities may not be a source for a new political sensibility and activism. Against long-standing charges of the selfish qualities or conspicuous nature of modern consumption, anthropologists have retrieved the role of consumption in creating, recycling and adapting sociality, family and ethnic networks, and cultural bonds. Economic sociologists have shown that there is no inherent conflict for most people to have choice and spend money on parts of emotional life – such as childcare – and at the same time have strong feelings for community and family. Sociologists of ordinary consumption, meanwhile, have directed attention to the on-going routines and rhythms of consumption that continue to take up a major slice of time and money and practice in modern and contemporary societies, such as washing, cooking or reading, which tend to get unnoticed in the popular association of consumption with individual choice or shopping. Theorists and philosophers, meanwhile, have wondered whether the hedonistic qualities often associated with modern consumption may not be a source for alternative political and lifestyle projects. In short, a lot of consumption fits badly a simple characterisation of consumerism and choice.

These critical projects deserve recognition, but by joining in one overall direction (away from choice) they also risk evacuating the debate about choice, reinforcing a sense that choice is a monopoly of neoliberals and advocates of rational choice. This is a mistake. In this paper, we want to take the debate in the other direction, engaging with the nature of choice, indeed, re-examining and reclaiming aspects of choice for a more pluralistic understanding of consumers and consumption in civic life. Champions and critics of consumerism, we argue, have left behind an impoverished understanding of choice and the rationalities at work in consumers exercising choice. The task now is not to take sides but to step outside this limited and distorted frame of discussion. Instead of leaving choice and rationality to the enemy and focusing on other dimensions of consumption, scholars of consumption should reengage with what has been and continues to be a major phenomenon in modern societies. The purpose of this paper is to chart some of the possible directions, historically and theoretically. We begin with acts of retrieval. The current debate amounts to a considerable narrowing of a far richer understanding of choice and rationality which has all too easily been forgotten or suppressed. Retrieving some of the altruistic, ethical, and civic dimensions of choice in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, we then proceed to suggest a view of situational rationality that recognises both the creative role of consumers as actors and the contribution of local knowledges. Together, the historical and theoretical reflections point to the potential of a more pluralistic view of consumers that can transcend the more limited (and self-limiting) bi-polar contrasts between consumerism and communitarianism.

******

It is tempting to place our current fixation with choice alongside an earlier historical moment when questions of individual choice, consumers, and citizenship moved to the public and academic fore in the late 19th and early 20th century. Both periods saw a pronounced acceleration in globalisation and major debates about the place of consumption in public life. And, rational choice, currently dominant in the human sciences, can be traced to the founding moments of what is frequently termed neo-classical economics, in the 1870s-90s, with its new, mathematical analysis of individual utility functions and a focus on the individual as a unit of analysis. But such parallels easily hide important differences, not least by reducing neo-classical economists into rather simple-minded forefathers of a currently popular economistic mindset. Let us therefore begin by demolishing such a linear genealogy.

Alfred Marshall (1842-1924), was one of the doyens of the new economic science, and is as good a starting point as any of his contemporaries to question the popular equation of neoclassical economics with a commitment to individual choice, and materialistically minded, self-maximising homo oeconomicus. Marshall was certainly among those late Victorian and Edwardian thinkers who pioneered a move away from diachronic approaches to the human sciences such as those associated with romantic, organic, evolutionary, and historical themes; he began to introduce more synchronic, modernist modes of knowing such as those associated with atomisation, analysis, models, and correlations. Nonetheless, the shift from historicism to modernism was not an abrupt epistemic rupture. At first these two different modes of knowing often cohabited. Marshall attempted, for example, to locate the new economic science within larger historical and ethical frameworks. Even as he established the teaching of economics as a distinct subject, so he characteristically emphasized, on the first page of his influential Principles of Economics (1st edn 1890), that

ethical forces are among those of which the economist has to take account. Attempts have indeed been made to construct an abstract science with regard to the actions of an “economic man”, who is under no ethical influences and who pursues pecuniary gain warily and energetically, but mechanically and selfishly. But they have not been successful…

Far from being selfish, people endured ‘toil and sacrifice with the unselfish desire to make provision for his family.’ But if it includes familial affections, Marshall asked, why should economists not also include other ‘altruistic motives’ as part of ‘normal action’? Marshall saw his main contribution as giving scientific attention to all those actions which had regular qualities, including ethical qualities. Similarly, Léon Walras, who at the time introduced the mathematical modelling of competitive general equilibrium, was keen to emphasize the role of love, charity and other ‘disinterested emotions’ in economic life, instead of a narrow focus on self-interest. Walras, like Marshall, was a keen supporter of cooperative culture and of associational life. The growing dominance of neoclassical economics with its interest in the individual consumer since the Second World War makes it easy to forget that “the consumer” was not the discovery let alone monopoly of Marshall and Jevons, but had powerful supporters in alternative traditions, such as historical economics on the continent or heterodox “underconsumptionist” ideas in Britain. Indeed, if Marshall had been a historical economist writing on the European continent, he would have emphasized the spread of national and social feelings of solidarity as one of the main effects of advancing consumption. Equally it has been argued that the mathematical revolution masked a great deal of continuity between the so-called “classical” and “neo-classical” generations, especially with a shared interest to protect the consumer against monopoly. A keen interest in social solidarity, altruism, and civil society was a shared, cultural context of the late19th and early 20th centuries.

It would be easy to dwell on social, national and organic conceptions of consumption in radical, feminist or historical and institutionalist approaches. At the turn of the nineteenth to the twentieth century the idea of the citizen-consumer became an increasingly central aspect of popular politics on both sides of the Atlantic, in battles for (not against) Free Trade (freedom of trade created democratic government, social justice and international interdependence), the vote for women (if women showed their competence as voters in the marketplace, they should also be able to cast their vote at the ballot box) and against sweating and cruel working conditions (morally just and other-regarding consumers could raise the social conditions of exploited workers). All these cases are reminders that consumption and citizenship could have positive affinities and cast doubt on assumptions of some inherent tension between them. It might be argued that such synergies may have existed at the progressive margins of public discourse, and that what mattered in the long run was that a different, more destructive logic was pouring forth from the centre of a new more individualist and instrumentalist economic mindset. So let us advance a little further into the orthodox heart of what is often believed to have sponsored an individual selfish consumer whose pursuit of choice is seen to threaten community and civic life: neoclassical economics. 

Marshall vehemently rejected charges of promoting a “dismal science” of man as a selfish beast, brought most popularly by John Ruskin and Thomas Carlyle. Much of the misunderstanding, he argued, could have been avoided if only classical economists had more precisely stated that money was simply a convenient measure of a person’s motives, not the primary motive. Man, to Marshall, was ‘a man of flesh and blood’, pursuing business affairs but also sacrificing himself for his family and country – ‘a man who is not below the love of a virtuous life for its own sake.’ Few were more Victorian than Marshall in warning contemporaries about the abuses of wealth and the moral and civic dangers of wasteful display; he was rather ‘”too anxious to do good”’, as John Maynard Keynes would later put it.
 Much of economic life was about giving greater scope and energy to this virtuous life, strengthening the bonds of community and civil society.

What was the role of the consumer in the dynamics of economic and public life? Marshall and contemporaries followed the earlier generation of Mill in viewing the consumer as vulnerable and in need of public support and defence against monopolistic firms and other abuses in the market place. Both generations shared an optimistic belief in the emancipatory powers of the cooperative movement. Far from succumbing to selfish interests or being steamrolled and seduced by emerging brands and department stores, liberal economists had a strong (perhaps even overly optimistic) belief in the powers of consumer self-organisation: gradually, through the spread of cooperative culture, consumers would free themselves from abuse and powerlessness and advance into socially responsible proto-citizens. Associational life would thus promote more ‘noble’ economic habits.

The active, creative role of the consumer in this public arena deserves emphasis because it can be seen to echo Marshall’s view of the consumer as innovator more generally. Much of the critique of consumerism is based on an idea of the consumer as a servile end-user, a passive person swamped by mass produced goods designed and engineered and made attractive by producers, advertisers and marketers; J. K. Galbraith has, perhaps, provided the most influential picture of this servile consumer for social critics of consumption since the Second World War. Anthropologists, like Mary Douglas and Baron Isherwood, by contrast, have presented choice over goods as secondary expressions of the social dynamics, inclusion and exclusion, operating in families, communities and networks. For Marshall, by contrast, it was the activities and practices of the consumer that shaped a consumer’s wants and desires – not the other way around. Consumers themselves were an active, creative force in wanting more, better quality, and more diverse and distinguished goods and services. There were six stages in what has been called the ‘Marshallian ladder of consumption’: increased quantity, increased quality, increased variety, the satisfaction of new wants, a demand for distinction, and a demand for excellence.
 Consumers were not so much dragged up a ladder of consumption: they walked up freely and in their own fashion, adding new steps as they did so. Much of this upward momentum was driven by an innate powerful desire of distinction. But this did not lead to a fixed hierarchy of distinct status groups. Rather, for Marshall, the active pursuit of new wants and consumer practices made consumers seek out new social associations. Choice, in other words, was a mechanisms through which consumers changed their sense of identity, personal desire, and their social practices; the recent ‘practice turn’ in the social sciences which has led sociologists to once again focus on the active role of consumers in shaping, developing, adapting or terminating practices of consumption (like home improvement or new leisure practices) can be seen as an application of this insight.
 At the same time, choice was a mechanism through which consumers formed new social associations and terminated others. 

All this is very different from what became standard modern consumer theory. The consumer for Marshall is a social actor, shaping demand, and responsible for co-evolving products and services and their uses. And an active view of the consumer as a creative human agent here points to an open, fluid social life, away from a conception of community as fate. Put differently, Marshall’s trust in the new science of economics was not as a neutral recording device capturing people’s pursuit of self-interest: it was a key to unlock an upward drive in human desire, practice, and sociality.

The plea for a new economic science by Marshall and contemporaries like the Austrian economist Eugen von Böhm-Bawerk were not merely theoretical interventions in a secluded ivory tower. Economic science provided consumer leagues with much-needed scientific authority and debating power in their battle for ‘white lists’ and against socially degrading products and working conditions. Before he became a darling of neo-liberal think tanks like the von Mises Institute in the late twentieth century, Eugen von Böhm-Bawerk, Carl Menger’s successor at Vienna University and one of Ludwig von Mises last teachers, was used by the Christian Social Union, a social movement of some 5,000 members with plenty of connections and ambition, which used his theory on capital and rent as justification for how consumers had the power to moralise capitalism by moralising their consumption behaviour.

Historically, Marshall’s attempts to correct a popular mistaken view of economics as a science about selfish material motives proved just as unsuccessful as his success in establishing the professional credentials of the new science over less mathematical and more institutional models. But, once again, it would be wrong to think that critics of neoclassical economics, because of this reaction, had nothing interesting or positive to say about choice. Far from it, the debate about the limits of utilitarian and mathematical models led to significant attempts to reclaim choice from the bosom of the new economic science for progressive consumer politics and ethics. Let us look at one key moment in this development: the debate about ethics and choice amongst consumer advocates and progressive theorists in inter-war America.

Alongside consumer testing agencies, the Home Economics movement established itself in inter-war America as an increasingly popular and genuinely national network of consumer education and consumer advocacy. Founded in 1899, the American Home Economics Association had over 12,000 members by the 1930s. Already by 1928, there were 322 four-year degree-granting programmes that produced 27,619 majors. Home economics courses became established parts of secondary school teaching and further education and discussion outside schools, such as in women’s clubs. Courses on “consumer buying” taught students not only about prices and product quality, but ranged from health and home to banking and art. The main mission was to create a nation of discriminating consumers who would be able to both reflect on their individual needs and desires and to cultivate social values and responsibilities. Hazel Kyrk, the influential home economist at the University of Chicago, who contributed a key text for the movement, explained how consumption combined an exercise of choice with the creation of new, higher needs and values. Individuals combined the identities of a “buyer” and a “consumer”, she explained in Economic Problems of the Family (1929, 1933). Significantly, it was the first who was about the ‘technologies of consumption’, practicing efficient purchasing decision, concerned with fair prices, saving money and time. The “consumer” was about the normative and ethical universe in which such purchasing decisions took place. It involved the evaluation of choices and the setting of standards. It affected ‘questions of motives, of values, of ends’. Fostering “wise consumption choices” – the project of the home economics movement – therefore needed to combine attention to material needs and moral values, cultivating an individual who could make shrewd decisions in the marketplace but who also chose forms and practices of consumption that would stimulate the mind and create bonds of affection and social networks.

American historians have recently retrieved the institutional and political dimensions of an advancing citizen-consumer in the era of the New Deal – and its subsequent displacement by a purchaser-consumer. Much of that new consumer power operated via new institutional linkages and open encouragement by the state, such as the exposure of profiteering, an attack on producer oligopolies, and an attempt to secure ‘fair prices’.
 The ethical revaluation of choice was an important source of this vigorous embrace of the consumer as citizen. Kyrk had little sympathy (or patience) with a mathematical, neo-classical understanding of the individual as someone maximising utility – her first, prize-winning Theory of Consumption (1923) began as a demolition job of marginal utility theory, especially of W. S. Jevons. A theory of economics as a mere theory of exchange value, she argued, failed to offer any understanding of the attitudes that shaped choice. Instead of leaving choice to neo-classical economists and moving on, however, Kyrk went out to reclaim choice for a view of civic consumption. 

It was John Dewey’s philosophy of knowledge through practice that provided the main framework for an expanded appreciation of choice. Dewey had attacked the ‘false psychology’ underlying a marginal theory of choice. The idea that knowledge originated in sensations and was composed of cost-benefit calculation, he argued, dangerously ignored the influence of habits, customs, and impulses. 

The baby does not move to the mother’s breast because of calculation of the advantages of warmth and food over against the pains of effort. Nor does the miser seek gold, nor the architect strive to make plans, nor the physician to heal, because of reckonings of comparative advantage and disadvantage. Habit, occupation, furnishes the necessity of forward action in one case as instinct does in the other.
 

Marginalists got the nature and subject matter of deliberation wrong that preceded choice. “Deliberation is not calculation of indeterminate future results. The present, not the future, is ours’, as Dewey neatly put it. When deliberating about choices, individuals did not calculate future events, but applied memory and experience in ‘constructive imaginative forecasts of the future’. Life was all about choosing and of developing a reflective habit that helped individuals to make sense of, assess, and order an otherwise messy set of probable actions. 

The moral is to develop conscientiousness, ability to judge the significance of what we are doing and to use that judgement in directing what we do, not by means of direct cultivation of something called conscience, or reason, or a faculty of moral knowledge, but by fostering those impulses and habits which experience has shown to make us sensitive, generous, imaginative, impartial in perceiving the tendency of our inchoate dawning activities.

Deliberating choices, then, required people to reflect upon their impulses and habits. ‘Therefore’, Dewey concluded, ‘the important thing is the fostering of those habits and impulses which lead to a broad, just, sympathetic survey of situations.’

From this perspective, choice looks very different to the main ways in which it has come to appear in contemporary debate, either as an instrument of maximising future satisfaction or as a terrifying ordeal that swamps individuals with too many self-centred decisions and distracts them from a world of values and commitments that (supposedly) lies above the mechanical, narrow level of choice in the marketplace. Choice here rather appears as a wonderful, life-long opportunity for individuals to practice, revise, and perfect their own habits of reflection, keeping activity alive well-beyond the instant in which a decision was taken. In other words, it allows individuals to connect past and present, to search, experiment, and reflect, and thus play a role in actively shaping their own destiny and identity. It made and recreated a human self, raising it above the level of animal and machine, for reflection and ‘[i]maginative forethought of the probably consequences of a proposed act keeps that act from sinking below consciousness into routine habit or whimsical brutality. It preserves the meaning of that act alive, and keeps it growing in depth and refinement of meaning.’

Whatever we think to-day of Dewey’s instrumentalist version of pragmatism, this approach to deliberation, choice, and practical reasoning highlights the possible alternative meanings of choice that have been lost as the circle of debate has narrowed into a bipolar battle between consumerism and communitarianism. It also points to the different available avenues on which citizen-consumers can travel. It is no coincidence that Dewey became one of the founders of the League for Independent Political Action, a major third party movement set up in 1929. Dewey was no friend of the New Deal. But his view of practical reason, of seeing knowing and doing as one inseparable process, clearly favoured a view of the choosing consumer as someone who by trial and error established ways of coping with experiences and challenges and of developing more enlightened paths of action. It was lack of choice, mindless routines, or rigid hierarchies that stifled this experimental freedom through which individuals attained their humanity. To limit choice was like chaining an individual to a pole of fixed habits or expectations kept in place by others. Though from a very different starting point than Alfred Marshall, Dewey also arrived at the consumer as a creative individual. Put bluntly, to be human was to be a consumer, making moral and personal choices every day of one’s life, outside as much as within the marketplace. We do not need to follow all of Dewey’s ideas, to appreciate one important insight that is all too easily lost in the contemporary debate on choice. Choice is not only about markets. It is part of human nature – admittedly, changing in scope and function across time and cultures – but there is choice in everyday human life in all systems of provision. And just as neoliberal champions of choice would do well to interrogate their market-oriented version of choice by remembering the workings of choice outside the market, so communitarian critics would do well to recall the creative rationality involved in choices in everyday life that is all too easily forgotten in attacks on choice in public services or the shopping mall.

*******

Far from automatically pointing to the much-criticised position of rational choice and decontextualised agency, choice, we have argued, can also open a view of creative rationality and of culturally dynamic and morally deliberating individuals who through their actions shape and change their individual selves and the environment in which they live. Instead of responding to external stimuli, consumers change the stimuli and future sensations through their actions. For Marshall, it is consumers’ actions and interaction with their social environment that generates new desires and choices. For Dewey, choosing and deliberating becomes a part of self-cultivation and a way for individuals to coordinate their actions and their life in the midst of often incommensurable values that would otherwise tear us apart as individuals, pointing into all sorts of different directions. There may be interesting implications of these approaches for more recent sociological and anthropological inquiries into consumption. Sociologists in pursuit of the ‘practice turn’, interested in the formation, revision and termination of routine consumption practices might benefit from considering the role of creative rationality and reflexivity at work. Anthropologists exploring dimensions of morals and sociality in shopping and other consumption ‘choices’ might equally benefit from linking their studies to the more reflexive arch of evolving deliberation coordinating actions developed by Dewey. In the last thirty years, some economists have set out from psychophysics to question the standard model of economic utility with its strong assumptions of coherent preference curves and matching decision and experience values – preferences are here replaced by a concern with attitudes, most famously in Kahneman and Tversky’s prospect theory with its emphasis on risk aversion and on the centrality of gains and losses not states of wealth. Dewey and, since, Rorty have levied some powerful criticisms against cognitive psychology that, as far as we can make out, have not been adequately been taken on board on recent psychological-economic approaches to deliberation.
 To the contrary, psychological-economic approaches still seem to replicate many synchronic, modernist tropes. They concentrate on offering formal models – often legitimated by statistical correlations or purportedly universal cognitive theories – of widespread human “errors” or other departures from a fixed rationality. They certainly do not offer us contingent narratives of the creative rationality and situated agency of individuals who remake themselves and their environments against the background of specific traditions and practices.

These are potential avenues of inquiry, but for the present purpose we would like to steer the discussion here to unpack some of the more general implications for our view of rationality and relate these to the troublesome mix of consumption and citizenship. We will do so by, first, clarifying a different version of rationality that allows for creative and local reasoning vis-à-vis dominant, conventional assumptions of rationality. This requires breaking out of dominant frames associated with modernist modes of knowing with their emphasis on the synchronic, atomisation, and analysis, and, instead, a retrieval of alternative forms of reasoning that emphasize the local circulation of reasoning, the active role of agents in constituting decisions and norms, and a recognition of the presence of incommensurate and conflicting values. Instead of dumping rationality altogether, we suggest a postulate of consistency fleshed out by the local reasoning of situated agents. We are thereby lead to a more pluralist conception of the civic demands and qualities of consumption in local, everyday life.

Defining rationality in terms of consistency allows us to hold onto a version of rationality while staying outside the problematic world-views of neo-classical economics and their modernist sociological critiques. Neo-classical economics with its axiomatic view of rationality in terms of individual utility-maximising actions and objectively valid beliefs (or perfect information) has been subjected to a range of strong criticisms, both from within the economics profession (such as Simon’s concept of ‘bounded rationality’ in the 1950s or, more recently, writers influenced by cognitive psychology), as well as by anthropologists and others. For our purposes, the main defect in neo-classical economics is that it elides the local and contingent nature of reasoning and decision making that informs human actions. Actions and individuals are decontextualised (this also applies to individuals in Simon’s “bounded rationality”). By contrast, a limited presumption of consistency can accommodate the local and diverse nature of preferences, beliefs, and reason. We discuss the presumption of consistency at greater length elsewhere, but should highlight here that consistency does not automatically require self-reflexivity – in contrast to a frequent charge against rationality as ethnocentric and intellectualist. Consistency allows, to the contrary, that people accept a large number of beliefs on the authority of others, and that they hold yet others only sub-consciously. Consistency relates rationality to a web of beliefs – not a disposition or a feature of actions. It does not say one type of beliefs is more rational than another. The crucial criterion of our presumption is that of a consistent belief (not utility-maximising action). We should also stress here that we are invoking a presumption – not an axiom. We do not rule out that people might not be rational. We merely start out by looking for a consistent pattern among people’s beliefs before declaring them inconsistent. 

Our emphasis on local reasoning and situated agency also places us outside what has been the main critique of the utility-maximising individual in the last century, that of the modernist social sciences. This critique has come in two main forms. On the one hand, there is a prominent tradition of sociologists expressing fear over an almost totalitarian spread of selfish, acquisitive, and instrumental reasoning and action in modern, capitalist, consumerist societies: Max Weber, Herbert Marcuse, Michel Foucault and others have contributed to this tradition.  On the other, an equally prominent tradition finds sociologists insisting that individuals are not utility-maximisers; rather, individuals follow social norms or act out established social roles.  At times, these two traditions combine in broad condemnations of modernity, capitalism, or consumerism for spreading selfish and instrumental norms and thereby wrecking elder forms of solidarity and community.  Recently, communitarians have made much of the idea that the spread of instrumental rationality, a rights mentality, and also consumerism have undermined community and democracy.
  Amitai Etzioni has argued, for example, that we suffer from an excess of autonomy, which he associates with an individualistic rationalism and with markets, and which he thinks has eroded morality and community.  Sociologists such as the communitarians often go on to devise alternative concepts of rationality.  In doing so, they seek to replace instrumentality with appropriateness.  Sociological rationality is about acting in accord with the appropriate social norms so as to fulfil established roles.

It is worth noting that these sociological traditions, with their alternative concept of rationality, often date, like neoclassical theory, from the broad intellectual shift away from romanticism, with its emphasis on the organic, and toward modernism, with its emphasis on the synchronic, atomization, and analysis.  The proponents of sociological rationality reject the idea of using axioms to construct deductive models.  However, they too compartmentalize aspects of social life so as to manage and explain facts.  They too seek to make sense of the particular not by locating it within a temporal narrative but by reducing it to mid-level or even universal generalizations that typically operate across time and space.  They replace narratives, not with deductive models, but with appeals to classifications, correlations, functions, or perhaps ideal types – hence the popularity of all-round critiques of ‘conspicuous consumption’ and fears of a universal materialistic ‘consumerism or the advancing dependence of modern or late modern societies on utilitarian, market-based systems of order and coercion.  Although we might trace aspects of functionalism back into the nineteenth century, these sociological forms of explanation flourished only following the rise of modernist modes of knowing.  It was, for instance, Emile Durkheim and Bronislaw Malinowski, not Auguste Comte or Herbert Spencer, who distinguished functional explanations in terms of the synchronic role of an object within a system or social order – a type of explanation that they considered to be scientific – from both the psychological question of motivation and the historical question of origins.  This functionalism inspired much of the organizational theory of the twentieth century, including large swathes of contemporary communitarianism and institutionalism.
 Etzioni, for example, began his career as an organisational sociologist; he tried to explain the features of organizations by classifying them as coercive, remunerative, or normative according to the primary mechanisms by which they maintained social order and so the corresponding functions they fulfilled for members.
 

A reliance on modernist modes of knowledge means that these sociological traditions have problems allowing adequately for agency.  Classifications, correlations, and functions generate forms of explanation that reduce individual choices and actions to social facts.  So, when sociologists appeal to rationality as appropriateness, they usually argue that individual actions are governed by social norms or social roles in a way that appears to neglect situated agency.
  Crucially, if norms or roles explain people’s actions, then the implication is that they somehow fix the content of people preferences, beliefs, or reasoning: if they did not do so, we would presumably need to explain people’s actions by reference to their preferences, beliefs, or reasoning, not social norms and social roles.  To put the same point differently: if people have a capacity for agency, then presumably they engage in processes of reasoning that appear in their interpretation, modification, or even transformation of social norms and practices, and because their actions thus would embody their reasoning about a rule or practice, we could explain their actions – and the practices to which these give rise – only by appealing to just this reasoning.  The idea of situated agency implies here that although people set out against the background of traditions and practices, they are capable of reasoning and acting in novel ways so as to modify this background. In other words, consumers, like all human beings, are creative individuals actively engaged in shaping their environment, norms, and practices.

Just as sociological traditions have often struggled to allow adequately for local reasoning and situated agency, so they have often inspired overly simplistic dichotomies between self-interest and altruism or mass consumer societies and traditional societies.  They treat self-interest and social norms alike as being fixed and defined against each other.  Even the term logic of appropriateness is regularly defined in explicit contrast to a logic of consequences in which people act according to the expected utility of alternative choices given their personal preferences.  Such dichotomies arise in part because social scientists are committed to modernist modes of knowing that require them to hide agency within monolithic – even reified – concepts defined by apparently fixed essences or properties, which then explain other features or effects. They thereby elide the different and contingent patterns of belief and desire that lead people to act in overlapping ways so as to create the social institutions and practices to which these concepts refer.

It is true, of course, that some sociologists have argued that consumption has become, in the late twentieth century, about services, experiences, and identities.  Yet, these sociologists all too often then locate their ironic, post-modern consumers and their post-modern social formations as the historical successors of the utility-maximiser and mass consumption, which in turn are supposed to have replaced pre-modern peoples and traditional societies.
 The strong thesis in recent writings on governmentality – that the “advanced liberalism” of the last few decades has hollowed out citizenship by constructing the persona of the active, self-reliant consumer –, for example, presumes, indeed, requires a strong view of an earlier active citizen and passive (or absent) consumer.
 As historical research and political theory suggests, such monolithic, historical contrasts tend to reify concepts that tend to dangerously ignore the historical circulation, modification, and contestation, of plural rationalities and diverse cultures of consumption; such totalising assumptions of a new consumer discourse are also, of course, at odds with the multiple, conflicting identities that continue to circulate in everyday life in defiance of the discourse of ‘advanced liberalism’ championed by governments, business and media. 

One reason to defend a presumption of rationality is, therefore, to draw attention to agency and the way it unsettles the dichotomies associated with much sociological theorizing, allowing us to recognise major questions about the emergence, development, and contestation of diverse practices. The local quality of reasoning deserves emphasis. Local reasoning typically thus consists in people pushing and pulling at their existing beliefs and a new experience or idea so as to bring them into some kind of coherent relationship.  The new set of beliefs then appears in their decisions and actions as their situated agency.  This agency embodies people’s capacities for creativity.  People reason creatively in that there is no rule defining how they will modify their prior beliefs so as to accommodate a new experience or idea.
  The creative nature of local reasoning is, of course, precisely what prevents our offering formal models of it.  Instead of fixed models or outcomes, we have diverse, contingent outcomes.  Instead of a formal analysis of a fixed rationality, we require complex accounts of the circulation of diverse rationalities.

******

The appeal here to local, creative reasoning and to the circulation of rationalities enables us to step outside the needlessly self-imprisoning frame of analysis which has almost instinctively led many social scientists and commentators to cast civic life and consumer culture as mutually exclusive systems, locked in dangerous struggle of survival. Questioning the dominant narrative of a transition from passive to active consumers does not need to involve suspending critical moral or political properties. A recovery of organic and historical themes from previous centuries need not lead to a Whiggish celebration of progress. Far from it, attention to the many complex, shifting relationships between consumption and citizenship highlights the different moral and political positions that consumers have occupied in the past but that have effectively been written out of the canon of the modern social sciences fixated with the selfish, acquisitive and ultimately anomic qualities of modern life. Consumption could be a kind of parallel politics for groups formally excluded from citizenship, such as the many women’s consumer leagues and cooperatives on both sides of the Atlantic in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. But the appeal to an ‘active consumer’ could also be tied to the cultivation of an imperially-minded shopper, who built the empire by consuming imperial products, as in inter-war campaigns for imperial development in Britain. Nor should we presume some kind of ethnocentric Western monopoly for such political incursions into the mental and material landscape of consumption – the enormous national product exhibitions in China, after the 1911 revolution, which sought to foster a patriotic culture of consumption, easily dwarfed the projects possible in the British empire where the metropolis still adhered to Free Trade. Instead of some grand global historical transition from citizenship and community to consumption and individuation we should recognise that these co-existed in different combinations at the same time in modernity. 

Instead of reifying one type over others, local reasoning would enable us to disaggregate the concept of the consumer further, into its different, historically shifting constituent parts. It would also avoid an all-too often provincial and presentist image of consumers as resisting global capitalism. Rather, history suggests that organised groups who saw themselves as citizen-consumers in the past have also helped to shape the global capitalist order – as in the case of citizen-consumers rallying to support Free Trade before the First World War. Instead of posing a grand historical narrative – of Americanisation, Westernisation, McDonaldisation, the rise of one-dimensional man, etc. etc. – attention to local and creative reasoning would lead us to inquire into the evolution of different species of material culture and economic rationality from different centres and their uneven flow and interaction across the globe.

While we would warn against making any substantive associations of the moral, political, or cultural mentality and practices of consumers – be it that of the consumer as dupe, or of the consumer as active and self-seeking, of the consumer as progressive or apolitical –, we should inquire whether consumption, however local its forms of reasoning, may not nonetheless contain or even encourage certain kinds and arenas of coordination over others. Consumption, we would argue, involves a qualitatively different form of coordination from those presented in sociological accounts of networks or in rational choice analysis with its view of networks as being made up of resource-dependent organisations
  In the latter, the relationships between the organizations within a network is such that each depends on the others for resources and so has to exchange with them if it is to achieve its goals.  As one would expect, it then argues that each organization deploys its resources – whether these be financial, political, or informational – rationally so as to maximize its influence upon outcomes.  In this view, networks are institutional settings that structure the opportunities for actors to realize their preferences, and the actors then adopt strategies to maximize their satisfaction and their resources within the context of such settings. In the former, networks are usually added as a third term, alongside markets and hierarchies, in a classification of organizations.  The classification ascribes characteristics to each type of organization and then seeks to explain social outcomes by reference to these characteristics rather than, say, situated agency.

By contrast, our emphasis on the creative rationality involved in consuming and choosing, and on the local nature of reasoning, points to the role of coordination in civil society. Coordination can occur in civil society even in the absence of markets. It cannot be reduced to a reified concept of network but rather needs to be understood as the contingent product of the circulation of rationalities.
  Situated agents intentionally and unintentionally create all kinds of formal and informal associations, and it is these associations that then coalesce into complex patterns of societal coordination and governance.  It is important to stress that we conceive of these associations as contingent, changing, and contestable practices that arise out of situated agency and local reasoning.
  This concept of an association differs, then, from the sociological concept of an institution as defined by fixed norms or rules, and also from those sociological ideal-types, such as networks, which are alleged to have fixed characteristics that explain their other features across time and space.
This analytical point would not have surprised the many consumer groups in the 19th and 20th century, especially in radical, progressive and feminist traditions, that saw consumption as a terrain in which people who were excluded or at the margins of society could cultivate their independence, humanity, and democratic skills and sensibilities. This was especially the self-image of the consumer cooperative movement. G. J. Holyoake, the influential 19th century British cooperator, who did much to spread the gospel of the ‘Rochdale Pioneers’ across the world, made much of the emancipatory and pluralist qualities that set cooperative consumption apart from more totalising social and political projects: 

It is the common mark of the quack mind to pretend that one thing will do everything. The co-operators is not of those who believe ten times more than they can provide, and who can provide ten times more than anyone else can believe. …Those who propose to remake the world – as the “wilder sort” of social reformers do –must remove the human race, since the past is in the bones of all who live, and a nihilistic removal of everybody would render the reconstruction of society difficult. In these days of State Socialism it is not the interest of statesmen, or of any who influence public affairs, to discourage the increase of co-operators, who preach no doctrine of industrial despair – who do not hang on the skirts of the State – who envy no class – who counsel no war on property – who do not believe in murder as a mode of progress – as many do in well-to-do and educated circles, as well as among the ignorant and miserable. Co-operators are of a different order of thinkers. They believe that in a free country justice can be won by reason, if the agitators will make but half the sacrifice of time, comfort, money, liberty, and life, which have to be made by those who seek social change by civil war.‘

If it is easy to be critical of the self-limiting political (and economic) vision propagated here, it would also be easy to underestimate the amount of self-cultivation and social capital that was generated by these consumer movements several million strong.

But what about consumers in far less liberal systems? Since so many of the anxieties and moral condemnations of “consumerism” emerged out of a critical engagement with Nazi Germany and the impact of “mass culture”, a brief word should be said here. Whatever one’s view of the merits of the concept of civil society, a civil society Nazi Germany clearly was not. But this should not mean that we automatically should throw out our earlier emphasis on the particular forms and processes of coordination and creative knowledge that are channelled through consumption. Discussants at this workshop will be familiar with Adorno and Marcuse’s writings on the crippling, enslaving and dehumanising dynamics of modern ‘mass’ consumption that left people in the grip of fascist power. What may be less well known is the degree to which it was consumption especially which also provided Germans after 1933 with a space relatively separate and immune to the totalising ambition of the fascist regime. Through commodity culture, advertising, product design and exhibits, PR and advertisers kept alive and openly encouraged dreams of difference. Major companies, like Henkel, promoted images of a private sphere of comfort, convenience, even luxury, with shiny new kitchens, plastic bathtubs, and elegant living rooms, that are conventionally associated with exhibitions of the American way of life after the Second World War. Of course, such campaigns may well have reinforced a sense of a specifically German entitlement to material comfort that would be sustained during the war by the ruthless exploitation, enslavement and extermination of inferior races. At the same time, however, it also kept alive ideas and practices of social life that to a degree offered a shelter from a fascistic culture which public spaces no longer could.
 To provide a moral evaluation of such dimensions of consumption is beyond the scope of this paper, but the complexities involved and the resilience of creative, local reasoning (however distinct from a domain of formal political engagement) does suggest that consumption, because of its local level of coordination, involves a circulation of rationalities that sets it apart from those of power associated with states, organisational networks, or markets.

******

By breaking out of the two opposed languages of choice/consumerism and community/citizenship, we provide an opportunity to rethink concepts and practices of democracy. Neoliberals equate freedom with participation in a market economy and even a consumerist society, and they think of democracy as a way of protecting such freedom, while also expressing concern at the ways in which majoritarianism can interfere with the market economy. Communitarians often accept such a view of freedom or rights while arguing that an excess of rights or autonomy results in dysfunctional communities – hence they call for homogenous, even rather closed communities, that would place restrictions on personal choice in the name of a common citizenship. To retrieve languages of civic choices is, in contrast, perhaps to rehabilitate the possibility of practices of choice and consumption acting as bases for civic associations and community. Consumers can choose civic or communal ways of life. Citizens can engage one another, reflect on value systems, and modify their preferences through their choices.

Recognition of the possibilities of civic choices might encourage us to place greater emphasis on the ways in which people actively make their own freedom through their participation in a plurality of self-governing practices. For a start, concepts such as local reasoning suggests that citizens often have a knowledge of how they will respond to policies that is not available to experts. They help us to understand why policies designed by experts at a distance from those they will effect can fail or have unintended consequences due to their lack of fit with the lived practice of those very people. And they thus imply that public policies might be more effective in contexts of high levels of civic engagement and public participation. In addition, concepts such as situated agency ascribe to citizens capacities for choice and innovation, and, if we value those capacities, we will have an ethical reason for seeking to promote self-governing practices. These concepts thus encourage us to retrieve a pluralist ambition to secure popular control over and through various associations in civil society: they encourages us to look to consumer groups, worker participation, and local bodies as sites and means for extending our democratic practices.

Pluralists advocate the devolution of aspects of governance to associations within civil society. These associations could provide policy-makers with information, voice the concerns of their members, and play an active role in devising and implementing a range of policies. A pluralist democracy of this sort might appeal as a way of improving the effectiveness of public policy. It seems likely, for example, that involving diverse groups and individuals in the process of policy-making would bring more relevant information to bear on the policies, and also give those affected by policies a greater stake in making them work. A pluralist democracy also might appeal as a way of fostering opportunities for participation, deliberation, and conduct. If we devolved aspects of governance to various groups in civil society, we would increase the number and range of organisations through which citizens could enter into democratic processes. Citizens could become involved through a diverse cluster of identities, concerns, and patterns of consumption. Associations might act, then, as sites for the development of a civic consciousness that fostered deliberation on policy and participation in its formulation and enactment. What is more, because these associations could be informal and self-governing, they need not be bound tightly by rules laid down by the state. Rather, their members could interpret, develop, and even modify our democratic norms through their own conduct.

Any reference to Nazi Germany should act as a vivid reminder not only of state power but also that consumers are not always angels and that their choices, practices and lifestyles might at times allow or co-exist with horrific patterns of rule. Democratic pluralism will appear naïve if it fails to recognize and attempt to provide defences against such possibilities. In our view, democratic pluralism need not entail a repudiation of liberal rights and safeguards. To the contrary, democratic pluralists can evoke rights, such as those to privacy, free speech, and, of course, movement and association, as safeguards of public and private spaces for deliberation.

Even when democratic pluralism is framed by civic liberties, it perhaps risks a self-serving factionalism in tension with popular sovereignty and political equality. To lessen this risk, we might invoke norms in relation to which groups and their members should conduct themselves. The most important norm is probably that individuals be free to join and leave associations as they wish. In addition, associations pose less of a threat to political equality if they are organised democratically rather than being either highly centralised or too reliant on market mechanisms. Ideally associations provide many and varied opportunities for participation, with strong lines of accountability based on indirect and direct representation and even outright ownership. The more norms we make compulsory, or the more content we give to such norms, the more we undermine the value of associations as sites of civic choices. Nonetheless, even when the state foregoes legislation – and there will be times when legislation is appropriate – it still can deploy administrative codes, taxes, and subsidies to encourage open and democratic groups.

Pluralist democracies also run a risk that the most wealthy and powerful associations exercise a disproportionate influence upon public policy. We might argue that this risk is just as present in all other democratic systems.  Even so, we also might seek to reduce it by invoking norms in relation to which the state could conduct its relations with other associations. No doubt the most important norms are general ones of importance in all democracies, including norms that sustain open and accountable government. In addition, the state again might deploy administrative controls, tax incentives, subsidies, and even legislation so as to equalise somewhat the resources and influence of comparable associations.
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