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Consumption is banal, but this is not necessarily a bad thing. This is not a statement in keeping with the usual associations of banality, a word often employed in reference to consumption. ‘Banal’ may once have been a neutral term, referring simply to the trivial and the everyday as derived from its original reference to the commonplace or its openness to use by all (as in banal-oven), but by the twentieth century, in the English language at least, it had become firmly associated with the negative effects of modern life. ‘To banalise’ has come to mean the reduction of a higher value to a common trait, often through the medium of consumer society and, indeed, modern character has often been trivialised and rendered indiscriminate, as in the ‘banalised masses’ of Saul Bellow’s Herzog. Accordingly, for many commentators, mass consumption has been inextricably bound up with a notion of the banal, and thus today banality cannot escape these negative or pejorative connotations.


The aim of this paper is to explore the concept of banality in relationship to consumption and to suggest means by which it can be perceived as a positive term, and one which even serves to offer a more humanist understanding of consumer behaviour and the act of consumption. In addition, it will be suggested, attention to the banality of consumption will further explore the links between the everyday and the political, between consumption and citizenship. By accepting that much of consumption is indeed banal, it opens up the possibility for exploring how ordinary, everyday, mundane and seemingly trivial acts impact upon political beliefs and actions which must be considered if consumption is be rooted in a modern form of citizenship.


The organisers of this conference have made a useful distinction between a ‘public domain of citizenship’ and a ‘private domain of the supposedly self-interested consumer’. Correctly, they point out that this is a problematic division, not only because it ignores the wider social and even collective considerations brought to the act of consumption in the past, but because it is predicated upon a contemporary political rhetoric which has sought to reform the public sector according to the logic of the private market. Thus in separating the public from the private, citizenship from consumption, a model of the consumer is created which in its individualism and instrumentalism matches the principles of economic theory, but which pays little attention to the wider concerns of the average citizen-consumer. Ultimately, there is the suggestion that the notion of the citizen is to be adapted in reference to a pre-determined notion of the consumer as shopper. What is not suggested is that the notion of the consumer as practised in real life might already include several aspects and dimensions usually associated with citizenship.

If academics are to join this debate about citizenship and consumption then the flow of ideas between consumer and citizen must travel in both directions. Yet it is not obvious that such a dialogue could take place, notwithstanding the tremendous growth in research – especially in historical studies – or the links between consumption and citizenship. Criticism remains overshadowed by the legacy of the luxury debates of an earlier century and mass consumption itself is still associated with the banal. For all the investigations into the economic, social and cultural aspects of consumer behaviour over the past 20 years, it remains to be seen whether scholars have really incorporated the trivial and the everyday into their analyses. It is as though for all the celebration of the diversity of the consumer, the sense of consumption as referring to eating up, wasting away, still lingers, and it is only through his or her own productive efforts in writing and creating studies of consumption that the scholar alleviates his or her own guilt in dealing with the banality of the non-productive realm. To put it another way, there may well have been a re-appropriation of the terms consumption and the consumer in consumer studies, but has there been one of ‘consumerism’ too? Consumerism – the general culture of commerce argued to dominate the modern condition – remains a negative force, no matter what the agency or activism of any particular consumer in any particular field or sphere might be.

In order to address these academic attitudes to consumption and the banal, before moving on to discuss the implications for politics and consumption, this paper will build on the analytical distinction between the public and the private, accepting that it does not necessarily respond to the reality of consumer practices. The first section of this essay will therefore discuss banality and the culture of consumption, arguing that the focus of investigation has often been on the luxurious, the extraordinary or, in monetary terms, the high ticket item. A recent development in the literature, however, has been to turn to the ordinary and the trivial in recognition that the vast majority of consumption decisions are not made to communicate self-identity or to consciously proclaim membership or affinity with a group or subculture. 

This is a development which will guide the second section, dealing with the politics of consumption. As in the investigations into consumer culture, attention has largely focussed on the spectacular and the dramatic rather than the ordinary, but a case study on the most pre-eminent form of consumer politics over the last fifty years – organisations of consumers concerned with comparative testing and legislative protection – will demonstrate that just as in the turn to the ordinary in consumer culture, there is a more banal form of consumer politics available for analysis. These everyday politicisations of consumer concerns perhaps better explain our relationship to goods and, consequently, the relationship to citizenship. It would be a mistake, therefore, either to argue pessimistically that consumption reduces citizenship to the logic of market relations or, more optimistically, that it can spectacularly revive contemporary debates about being a citizen. The reality is far more mundane than that and this paper cautions against making too much of a link between consumption and citizenship. However, in its focus on ordinary consumption and ordinary consumer politics, it attempts to offer a more humanist understanding of consumption, one which develops a notion of the banal as discussed in Hannah Arendt’s exegesis on the nature of evil.

The culture of consumption

It is in the works of the Frankfurt School where one might expect above all to find the use of the term banality, particularly in reference to consumption. Yet here, as in other areas of consumer studies, the term is rarely used and never as a developed analytical concept. In the classic text on consumer society, Horkheimer and Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment, the word banal appears only once, being employed to describe the average narrative of a commercially-produced movie.
 In his later return to ‘the culture industry’, Adorno does use the term in a manner one might expect from the Frankfurt School: ‘the advice to be gained from manifestations of the culture industry is vacuous, banal or worse, and the behaviour patterns are shamelessly conformist.’
 But the term is not used analytically in any of the other writings of those figures associated with the School. Plenty of synonyms do appear – ‘impotence’, ‘pliability’, ‘uniform’, ‘rubbish’, ‘alienated’, ‘false’, illusory, etc, etc – both in Horkheimer and Adorno, as well as Herbert Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man, and it is the rise of the trivial and diverting influence of mass consumption which puts the final nail in the coffin of Habermas’ public sphere.
 Thus if the word itself was not used, the condemnation of the banality (or something like it) of mass society had become a central trope of early consumer cultural criticism.


In the absence of the employment of the term in the culture industry, banality’s use by scholars has been dominated by reactions to Arendt’s banality of evil.
 Yet in the founding pillars of post-structuralist thought the shadow of the Frankfurt School loomed large. Guy Debord, in The Society of the Spectacle, complained of modernity’s process of banalisation: ‘The accumulation of commodities produced in mass for the abstract space of the market, which had to break down all regional and legal barriers and all the corporative restrictions of the Middle Ages that preserved the quality of craft production, also had to destroy the autonomy and quality of places.’
 Banality indeed had become the defining image of the age: tourism, or ‘human circulation as consumption’, is ‘fundamentally nothing more than the leisure of going to see what has become banal.’
 


Jean Baudrillard refrained from using the term in his earliest writings on consumer society, but banality and banalisation begin to appear in a number of his texts throughout the 1970s and 1980s.
 At all times, his use of the word is linked to the perceived negative dimensions of modern media, particularly in the reduction of everything to the image. Yet he takes banality much further than Horkheimer or Adorno and sees in contemporary culture a process of banalisation which breaks down any meaningful distinction between high art and low. Playing with such associations, in America, he sought out the ‘banality of deserts’ or the ‘equally desert-like banality of a metropolis’.
 To regard US culture as vulgar, standardised, dehumanised or banal is to miss the point of America. Such elitist European attitudes bear little relevance to a society in which ‘a certain banality’ is more than acceptable. Indeed, one has to accept that they are not banal, but that ‘it is Disneyland that is authentic here!’
 Later still, such a culture has permeated other western states too. Writing of the French population’s enthusiasm for TV reality shows in 2001, Baudrillard further commented that the mundane aspects of people’s televised lives that viewers found so fascinating represented a ‘spectacle of banality. . . today’s true pornography and obscenity.’


Baudrillard’s invocation of the banal smacks too much of an older elitist disdain for popular culture. Meaghan Morris certainly believed so, asking, in 1988, why ‘such a classicly dismissive term as “banality” [should] re-appear, yet again, as a point of departure for discussing popular culture?’
 Equally, Dick Hebdige questioned Baudrillard’s assertion of the ‘desertification’ of the real and the banalisation of art, culture and theory. Accusing Baudrillard of nihilism and gloomy decadence, he argued Baudrillard’s fatalistic – if inescapable - notion of banalisation acted as a pessimistic counterpoint to the project of cultural studies. A more optimistic engagement with popular culture and consumption would embrace the banal, seeing in it the underpinnings for wider beliefs and even hope for the future. Writing in 1988, Hebdige idealistically rejoiced in the trivial and the everyday:

the two most banal popular events of the last decade – the Live Aid concert and the Sport Aid Day – were also the two most enigmatic and uplifting and that the most inspired interventions in the transfigured public realm of the media age have come not from academics but from the pop stars who organised and performed at the concerts for Ethiopia, Mandela and Amnesty International. In the same way, the imperative of the Greens – surely the growth movement of the eighties – is mindbogglingly simple, at once political and ethical. In a sentence, it might read: “We must take responsibility for what we do to this planet.” It is like Band Aid, Live Aid, Sport Aid, the free Mandela and Amnesty gigs beautifully simple, vitally not fatally banal. There’s nothing particularly clever or novel about setting out to expose oppression, prevent torture, starvation and wrongful imprisonment but in the long run such aspirations are rather more profound than the quest of intellectuals either to merge with the imaginary masses or to triumph in their disappearance. Banality may be fatal to the intellect – Baudrillard’s trajectory has proved that much. On the other hand, it may just save our lives.


But, of course, Hebdige’s examples are not banal. They are spectacular. And it is to the spectacular that so much of his version of cultural studies he helped pioneer is directed.
 For the focus on the cultures of consumption has not been on bread and cheese, but on motor scooters and televisions, department stores and advertising hoardings, movies and clothing, all objects which are either extremely visual – and hence useful at communicating styles, identities and dispositions – or which add to the general proliferation of images and brands said to dominate contemporary life.
 If Hebdige seeks to disagree with Baudrillard, it is not without acknowledging the important points of similarity that act as an umbrella over the entire field of consumption studies. Baudrillard’s critique of Marxist use-values and his development of the concept of sign-value attests to that proliferation of the image which many commentators have pointed to.
 In a world of goods – and of signs – numerous objects assume a communicative importance far beyond what they ever achieved in societies structured by social institutions other than that of the market. Thus the banality of popular culture can never be truly banal. In the society of consumption, so many goods have become important communicators of the owner’s identity, self-perception and status in the modern city that there has been no space for an analysis of the ordinary.


So what are the sign-values of the most mundane of everyday items purchased on a weekly supermarket trip? The focus on either the spectacular luxury item or the products which seem to embody the spectacular nature of mass consumption misses the ordinary and posits in the consumer a constant ability to appropriate, resist or reject the meanings contained within the sign. Is consumption, as Geoffrey Crossick and Serge Jaumain have questioned of the department store, ‘capable of taking the weight of burden heaped upon it’?
 Or, as Meaghan Morris puts it more critically, is it that the term banality has been removed from the object of study and been relocated in the analysis of the cultural critique? Writing of British cultural studies generally, she claims to ‘get the feeling that somewhere in some English publisher’s vault there is a master-disk from which thousands of versions of the same article about pleasure, resistance, and the politics of consumption are being run off under different names with minor variations.’
 It is as though the true nature of the investigation has not been to understand the banality of everyday consumer experiences but to make that consumer serve a higher ideological end: either to reflect on the banality of mass consumption generally (i.e., the Frankfurt School) or – and in reaction – to celebrate the profundity of agency in the midst of such seeming banality.


Caught between the fantastic and the trivial, there has been little room for the analytically neutral or the practically ordinary in consumption. Yet there is a critical space for a notion of the banal which lies between the unconscious dupe and the self-conscious bricoleur. In David Harvey’s analysis of local space versus the cosmopolis, he develops an understanding of the banal that goes some way to assisting an analysis of everyday consumption. He draws upon Satish Deshpande’s exploration of ‘hindutva’ in India which maintains as one of its elements a resistance to homogenising Nehruvian developmentalism through an emphasis on local culture. Deshpande therefore refers to the ‘sedimented banalities of neighbourliness – the long-term, “live-in” intimacy of residential relationships among persons and families and between them and their local environment.’
 Harvey takes these local banalities as fundamental to the human condition and which become the basis for so much knowledge about the world. Yet both Deshpande and Harvey see in these localised banalities a consequence of globalisation, such that the banal stands in contrast to the universal. Harvey even takes the political analysis further, dialectically observing in local geographical banality resistance to the ‘bland homogeneities of globalisation’ and calling upon Deshpande’s ‘sedimented banalities of neighbourliness’ ‘to do duty in political lines of fire.’


The truth of these banalities lies less in their ability to develop political knowledge which serves the wider ideological end of opposing globalisation (and here, Harvey’s arguments mirror the ideological project found in Hebdige’s cultural studies) and more in their essential mundanity. For within the banality of everyday life – be it through consumption or neighbourly interaction – lie a variety of coping mechanisms and practices which give rise to many different forms of knowledge. Some, indeed, may give rise to wider political projects, but others too simply politicise the everyday in more banal ways, ranging from grumbling to complaining to identifying a specific problem and seeking to rectify it in practical ways suspended – if only at least temporarily – from any wider ideological vision. Harvey’s focus on the positive dimensions of the banal is done to avoid reducing the local in cosmopolitan studies to the site of either evil (terrorism) or the unimportant, but sometimes the banal in practice just remains banal in analysis, and this aspect of people’s interaction with mass consumption or globalisation has to be recognised. This is not to deny that the banal practices of everyday life cannot develop into a wider political identity – there are plenty of studies which demonstrate that ‘consumption and civility do not stand in opposition’
 – but it is to point to the inevitable diversity of forms of knowledge arising from the intrinsically diverse practices of consumption.


These ordinary elements of consumption have in some of the most recent literature come to be an academic concern. In his study of consumer society in eighteenth-century France, Daniel Roche has produced A History of Everyday Things. The original French reads Histoire des choses banales, though banality in the French context is less pejorative in English and for much of the book des choses banales is replaced with la vie quotidienne. The translator is therefore correct not to use banal in the English version and banalise is interpreted as ‘treats as commonplace’. Yet in one instance, Roche deliberately invokes the negative connotations of banality and its association with the Marxist concept of alienation in studies of mass consumption, to suggest that his work explicitly chooses to avoid such condescension and to treat the banal seriously.
 Thus, Roche goes on to explore in detail the circulation of goods during a period ‘which did not operate solely upon the separation of persons from objects, the symbolic from the economic.’ And he rejects the assumption of many historians of some supposedly authentic past which was replaced by a false regime of consumption aiming, instead, to examine ‘our ordinary practices and the place of objects in everyday experience.’ Accordingly, he directs his attention to such banal topics as lighting and heating, bread, water, clothing and wine.


Likewise, in sociology, Alan Warde and Jukka Gronow have drawn attention to the ordinary in consumption. They agree that the focus of their discipline has been on the visible, the spectacular and extraordinary, resulting in a neglect of the more habitual, repetitive and social. Their interest is therefore in the ‘unconscious, non-reflexively applied routines’ which constitute ‘one area of consumption in which people engage daily, automatically and often without any further reflection.’
 The acts often take place without any reference to a source of authority, without any political intent and Warde and Gronow prefer a notion of the consumer as somebody who constantly seeks to express their individuality but does so often out of habit and while conforming to a standard of normalcy. 


There is here a deliberate nod to Pierre Bourdieu, a theorist of consumption whom Warde and Gronow believe offers perhaps the most purposeful insights into ‘ordinary consumption’. Bourdieu’s emphasis on status and ‘distinction’ help explain the motivations of many consumers, while ‘habitus’ provides the backdrop which makes so many acts of consumption almost predictable.
 Yet habitus is not determining; rather, it provides the set of dispositions which enable individuals to act in certain ways, thereby rooting individual agency and rationality within a social system. Habitus consists of ‘systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures’.
 Within the framework offered by Bourdieu, much of consumption is indeed ordinary and banal, though those with a better ‘feel for the game’ can obtain greater social and cultural capital within the habitus.


Warde further argues, however, that what Bourdieu’s concept of habitus does not do is pay attention to the ways in which people behave differently with regard to different objects. Bourdieu might provide a degree of stability in our expectations of consumer behaviour, but he does not deal so much with the contestation over conventions or the development of new interactions with goods. For this, greater emphasis must be placed on ‘practice’, or the detailed examination of the different ways in which people engaged in the same act behave differently. This is because consumption itself is not a practice, but a moment in many other practices. Thus, each individual is involved in a network of practices, in which something from each practice is brought to the act of consumption, but the overall mix will be different for each individual. Postmodernism might identify such apparent fragmentation as the condition of contemporary society, but rather it points to the ‘multiple social engagements and differential locations in a plurality of practices.’
 For Warde, practice provides a ‘powerful counterpoint to expressivist accounts of consumption’ and reminds us that use-values remain important considerations beyond the communicative dimensions of Baudrillard’s sign-values. And, building on his other work, Warde claims, ‘such a view is consistent with an approach to consumption which stresses the routine, ordinary, collective, conventional nature of much consumption.’


Recent developments in the literature, particularly this call for a close attention to practice within a broadly Bourdieuian theory, therefore admits of the banality of consumption in a non-pejorative sense. The culture of consumption does not have to be the cure or the symptom of modernity. It can be both, but more often it lies inbetween. In this banal hinterland, there is the potential for a more humanistic approach since the consumer does not always have to be a protagonist in the analysts’ ideological battles. The consumer is understood in all of his or her manifestations and the diversity of their interactions with goods is acknowledged. The banal culture of consumption, if less easily graspable, is a reflection of the limitless engagements consumers can have with the world of goods. But it is between the conscious and the unconscious that consumers usually interact with the material world around them, often through habit and routine, and just as often developing new engagements with goods which always have the potential to develop new forms of knowledge about the world.

The politics of consumption

If it is the spectacular rather than the banal which has triggered much research into the culture of consumption, then so too is it the case in the public arena of political engagement and citizenship. Indeed, one might suggest more broadly that in the new forms of civic engagement which have proliferated over the last half century, rarely is it that consumer politics has become the object of study. While little attention has been given to movements of consumers in their various guises, considerable effort has been made to investigate the movements of women, peace campaigners, students, civil rights advocates, ecologists, and supporters of radical lifestyles and countercultural experiment.
 The proliferation of non-government organisations (NGOs) and the growth in single-issue pressure politics outside the mainstream institutions of political discourse has given rise to debates about contemporary citizenship and how the agendas and interests of various stakeholders can influence policy. If it is accepted that the image predominates in a media-driven world, then too often it is the organisation which can play the media game that achieves success; hence the high profile obtained by such NGOs as Greenpeace and Amnesty International. The banality of consumer complaints and consumer protection cannot compete with the spectacular nature of these make-or-break causes and, in any case, consumption itself is often seen as the problem not the solution. Moreover, former protestors have turned analysts and it is no surprise that the attention of a politically broad-ranging scholarly community raised on the critique of a Marcuse or a Christopher Lasch text has diverted its attention to other areas of concern in the debate over the meaning of citizenship. Instead, politically, consumption has been reviled. Notwithstanding the discussions over the culture of consumption outlined above, the more pernicious notion of consumerism is held to have triumphed over other forms of structuring society. If consumption was related to citizenship in politically significant ways in the past, this is now held not to be the case. As Lizabeth Cohen writes of the United States, the republic has become ‘consumerised’ over the last twenty years, society being overridden with the logic of the market and citizenship being reduced to the dictates of the acquisitive individualist shopper.
 Consumer agency might be celebrated in the past but all the negative associations of banality are brought to bear on discussions of present-day consumerism.


Banality has been avoided in the accounts of consumer politics through the cherry-picking tendencies of a scholarly community’s normative bias. While there has been little written on food and drugs legislation, trade descriptions acts and so on – the almost literal meat and vegetables of consumer-citizen concerns – there has been much on the spectacular interventions of consumers in other realms. Spectacular here means the bringing of wider ideologies, beliefs and interests to the act of consumption, enrolling the consumer into a political enterprise which has as its primary beneficiaries those groups other than consumers. Relevant, therefore, are the various boycotts that have attracted much concern, from the boycotts of entire countries such as South Africa (and the businesses that traded with it) to multinational firms such as Nestlé which have engaged in unethical business practices in the marketing of, particularly, breastmilk substitutes.
 Ethical consumerism as a whole is beginning to capture the interests of many sociologists, while the fair trade movement is achieving a momentum both academically and in the marketplace.
 In the chocolates, orange juice, coffee, tea and bananas of this movement, and in their promotion by such socially conservative groups as the Mothers’ Union, there is in this form of politics the very stuff of banality. Yet it is spectacularly not banal, since there is an almost utopian edge to the commitment of many ethical consumers who see an opportunity to reform the entire marketplace.
 And they are even more spectacular because they put the burden of the whole world in the shopping bags of the consumer, to borrow Daniel Miller’s earlier and unfortunate exhortation to housewives to form the vanguard of a new politics based upon consumption.


Most prominent of all have been the consumer – or, rather, anti-consumer – concerns of the imprecisely but popularly termed anti-globalisation movement. Naomi Klein’s exposition on the branded nature of much of contemporary life has spearheaded a reaction against the multinational firm, the market and consumer society. Most commonly cited have been the French farmer, José Bové’s, protests against Macdonalds and the attempts by the Canadian-based Adbusters organisation to ‘culture-jam’ the propagandistic visual culture of capitalism, though a whole range of campaigning journalists have stamped their feet at the inequities of modern consumerism.
 But just as Morris railed against the project of British cultural studies, banality lies not so much in the society being rejected but in the imagination of the efforts to offer a new emancipatory politics. All too many of these works flounder in the cul-de-sacs reached after an expenses-paid trip to track down the Zapatistas of Mexico and their enigmatic leader, Subcommandante Marcos, while Kalle Lasn’s Adbusters now resembles more an institution for marketing students to spend a pleasant, if not ‘cool’, gap year than a radical anti-capitalist organisation.
 The intellectual failure of many of these efforts seems to be symbolised most of all in the voluntary simplicity movement, an apparently radical gesture by wealthy middle-income liberals to supposedly express their contempt for the banality of their acquisitive society by refusing to continue buying into it.
 But, significantly, the shift to refuse to buy only ever seems to come after lots of stuff has been acquired in the first place.


Historians have been attracted to many of the same concerns and have unearthed a whole variety of forms of consumer action which bring to bear wider political issues to the act of purchasing. In the United States, consumption was the focus for the fight for independence, while it remained a key political weapon for abolitionists, labour activists and modern nationalists in the Buy American campaigns.
 In the early twentieth century, consumption was a central tactic of Chinese and Korean nationalists in their struggle against the Japanese, while the swadeshi movement politicised homespun cloth for generations of Indian nationalists inspired, in particular, by Mahatma Gandhi.
 Consumer protest has been expertly uncovered in the revolutionary spirit at the end of the First World War and in the various consumer groups mobilised in anti-sweating campaigns.
 The list is seemingly endless, and suggests a perpetual politicisation of consumption from the 18th century (if not earlier) to the present. Yet in all these forms of consumer protest, the banality of consumption is actually avoided, since each movement sought to raise the act of shopping to a higher ethical, political or ideological end.

In contrast, the truly banal forms of consumer politics have received relatively little attention, especially if weight is given to their historical importance. The co-operative movement is, in many ways, intrinsically banal. The dividend-on-purchases offered a system of consumer ownership which many of its advocates thought had the potential to replace the existing capitalist system. For a generation of labour activists and labour historians, though, the co-op ‘divi’ offered little in the way of consumer politics and was, instead, regarded by the massive majority of co-operators as a method of either saving or serving their own individual or familial economic interests.
 Yet, it is in the detail of how money is spent that politics emerges and a revisionist scholarship has begun to see in the weekly purchases made at the co-operative a mundane form of political activism which nevertheless had important repercussions in defining and promoting the Co-operative Commonwealth. Peter Gurney in particular has used Bourdieu’s concept of ‘practical knowledge’ to argue that ordinary working-class co-operators, lacking economic and cultural capital, made use of the ‘divi’ not only for material concerns, but also to communicate a sympathy with the ideological bases of the Co-op.
 Even within the banality of co-operative shopping there existed a politics to these actions. As with the focus on the ordinary in the cultures of consumption literature, the consumer, in Gurney’s analysis, becomes neither the politically unconscious pursuer of individual monetary reward through quarterly divided payments, nor the spectacular advocate of the ideology of co-operation. The positive banality of consumption exists between these two extremes, suggesting a notion of consumer politics that cannot be captured through an analysis of sign values or the uttered and written statements of activist consumers deliberately aware of the implications for citizenship.

In the latter half of the twentieth century, comparative testing organisations have come to replace the co-operative movement as the principal advocates of consumer rights, protection and politics. But as with co-operation, modern forms of consumer activism have been overlooked and relatively little is understood about these literally millions of consumers who have come together in consumer protection organisations. Beginning in the United States in 1929 with the foundation of Consumers’ Research (and the subsequent formation of Consumers Union in 1936) and expanding into western Europe in the transition to affluence after the Second World War, organised ‘consumerism’ (as opposed to the more pejorative culture of ‘consumerism’) has concerned itself with the everyday objects of our consuming lives. The larger, more financially stable and more prominent organisations, such as Consumers Union, the UK Consumers’ Association and the Dutch Consumentenbond, have been primarily concerned with the production of tables which compare the relative merits of different branded goods and services. Testing and asserting a ‘best buy’ are perhaps areas which touch on the most banal aspects of mass consumption and, following the negative sense of the term, have led some scholars to conclude that organised consumerism has merely reinforced the acquisitive, individualist tendencies of contemporary culture.
 Certainly, the image of the rational middle-class shopper, as frequently male as female, poring over a report on a washing machine in Which? or Consumer Reports, invokes in some an image of small-minded penny-pinching that could never hope to claim to be, politically, anything other than trivial, banal and self-interested.

Yet this has been only one aspect of the modern consumer movement and, originating at a time when the physical reliability of products was far more questionable, it is likely that such rigorous attention to detail has done much to produce a fairer and safer marketplace.
 But comparative testing has also given birth to an international movement. The American and European consumer groups came together, in 1960, to form the International Organisation of Consumers Unions (IOCU). Originally intended as a clearing house for the transfer of information about testing practices and results between the different national associations, IOCU soon redefined itself as an international advocate of consumer rights. It immediately took as its operating philosophy the four consumer rights outlined by John F. Kennedy in March 1962 – the right to safety; the right to be informed; the right to choose; and the right to be heard – and it used these to spread the message of consumerism across the world. During the 1960s, consumer organising emerged in most developed nations and incorporated the state-sponsored consumer agencies of Scandinavia and even the more co-operative ventures such as proliferated in Japan.

In the 1970s, however, international consumerism took on a very different perspective. Gradually, consumer organisations were set up in developing world countries. Beginning in India in 1956, consumer organisations proliferated across South East Asia in the 1970s, to be followed by similar developments in Latin America a few years later. In the 1990s, consumerism spread into the former Soviet bloc and into Africa, such that today there are around 250 affiliates to IOCU from 115 different countries. Moreover, IOCU – or Consumers International as it is now known – has established regional offices for Asia, Latin America and Africa, providing it with a global reach and communications system far more extensive than those enjoyed by many more prominent and well known NGOs. Significantly, through the 1970s and 1980s, the centre of gravity of the consumer movement relocated from the developed to the developing world. A particularly active first regional office was created in Penang, Malaysia in 1974 which, under the directorship of Anwar Fazal (a founder of the well known Consumers Association of Penang), redirected the attention of the consumer movement to the problems faced by the majority of the world’s consumers – the ability to live in a healthy environment and the access of poor consumers to basic goods and necessities such as water, healthcare, shelter and food.

To this extent, by the 1980s, IOCU could claim to enjoy something of a leadership within global civil society as it spearheaded many of the campaigns supported by social and economic activists the world over. It fought for and obtained a set of United Nations Guidelines on Consumer Protection in 1985. It had set up various networks to co-ordinate campaigns on targeted issues. The International Baby Food Action Network (IBFAN) was established in 1979 to campaign against what it perceived to be the inappropriate marketing of breast-milk substitutes. Health Action International (HAI) was formed in 1981 at a meeting of the World Health Assembly to press for a code of conduct on the sale of pharmaceuticals and especially their ‘dumping’ in the developing world. Pesticide Action Network (PAN) was created in  1982 not only to deal with the ingestion of pesticides by consumers that Rachel Carson first brought to the world’s attention, but also their use by many poor farmers and agricultural workers. Other networks were also developed against the promotion of cigarettes and tobacco products and IOCU lobbied the UN to establish, in 1982, a Consolidated List of Banned Products while, more generally, it fought, though ultimately without success, for a UN Code of Conduct on Transnational Corporations.

In these examples, the politics of consumption promoted by IOCU does lend itself to a more spectacular rather than a banal reading. And, certainly, the consumer movement in its various domestic settings has witnessed its share of spectacular moments. In 1972, several consumer activists were imprisoned by the Greek military rulers while in 1987, the Malaysian consumer activist, Meena Rahman, was imprisoned and detained without trial for her work with the Consumers’ Association of Penang and its sister organisation, Sahabat Alam Malaysia (Friends of the Earth Malaysia) in protesting the dumping of nuclear waste and the destruction of the rainforest in Borneo. Within western states, certain consumer activists have enjoyed a public profile more typically enjoyed by other civil society leaders and activists, the must famous by a long margin being, of course, Ralph Nader. 

Yet for all these notable achievements – and defeats – the bulk of the work of the consumer movement has come from protecting consumers from aspects of the market to which domestic organisations were often first alerted through their comparative testing activities. In the United Kingdom, the consumer movement grew incrementally as it began to address issues not only related to specific products but with the structures of the market that provided those products. The Consumers’ Association (CA) quickly began to address a range of questions related to advertising, trade descriptions, commercial fraud, competition policy, consumer credit, food quality, packaging, and so on. In addition, the founders and organising Council of the CA were closely, if not entirely, from the social democratic wing of the Labour Party who saw in consumerism the potential for providing a middle-way between the organised interests of business and trade unions. Some viewed consumerism as a new social movement and actively encouraged the proliferation of local consumer groups in the 1960s while others went on to work for the National Consumer Council (NCC), a government-funded body set up in 1975 which explicitly linked consumer politics to issues of citizenship rather than self-interest. The NCC’s initial objective was to fight for the ‘poor and disadvantaged’ consumer, a goal which if not so much the primary focus during the wider market reforms of the 1980s and 1990s, has at least in recent years come to the fore again. But in all of these aspects of consumer politics, few raised concerns that would have been likely to have, for instance, inspired the citizen activists of the ‘68 generation. Yet, for all that, one Times commentator was able to claim that by 1980 the CA had ‘filled more pages of the statute book than any other pressure group this century.’
 Credit and commerce are the banal everyday stuff of political lobbying. They attract little need for ideological expression and promote instead more pragmatic, vaguely social democratic ends which, nevertheless, remain important interventions in a slow process of reform.

Similarly, in the United States, the revival of the consumer movement in the late 1960s owed less to ideology or to the dramatic subversion of the meaning of goods, but to the practical issues of auto-safety. Ralph Nader’s Unsafe at Any Speed offered a consumerist critique of the motor industry which triggered a series of public interest legislative measures which had been matched only in the Progressive Era and during the New Deal.
 Legislation regulating the car industry was followed by measures to promote the wholesomeness of meat and consumer product safety generally, while regulatory agencies such as the Federal Trade Commission and the Federal Energy Administration were strengthened and new agencies such as the Environmental Protection Agency, the Occupational Safety and Health Administrations and the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration were launched.
 Nader’s tactics might well have been spectacular, but the subject matter of the regulatory public interest movement of the 1970s was fundamentally banal. In broaching these subjects, he further avoided an explicitly ideological stance, reflecting a widely-held feeling among consumers that politics ought to act upon the everyday concerns that consumers face in their ordinary spending routines.


Even in those contexts where the poverty and exploitation of consumers has resulted in more overtly political agendas, the consumer movement has still been largely concerned with everyday affairs. In Malaysia, for instance, bodies such as the Consumers’ Association of Penang (CAP) have achieved a national reputation for protecting ordinary people in their struggles with the processes of development and several of its activists have gone on to enjoy a reputation on the global stage, not least through the number of times CAP staff have won the Right Livelihood Award (the ‘alternative’ Nobel prize).
 Yet CAP and other state-based consumer groups have mainly focussed on dealing with consumer complaints, offering advice on obtaining redress within the market and taking up the causes of consumers affected by a particular market abuse. For example, consumer activists have mobilised on such banal objects as prawn-paste, a staple of Malaysian cooking, which was found at one point to be adulterated with the toxin, Rhodomine-B. As in the American and British contexts, such basic injustices could then inspire more general calls for reform of the marketplace, often to the immediate benefit of consumers but without the grander vision being imposed by the ideology of the activist or the interpretative framework of the scholar.


These domestic concerns have continued to steer the direction of the international consumer movement such that today it campaigns on a broad range of everyday concerns. Its programmes are based around established agendas of the movement, such as educating consumers to be more self-aware and improving the technical standards set out to regulate the manufacture of goods and the provision of services. Its core areas of focus remain food safety and food security, as well as health, the provision of basic services by utility companies, trade, the environment and corporate social responsibility. It continues to seek legislative measures for consumers and it promotes the implementation of consumer protection measures for consumers around the world based on the best practices of schemes set out in countries with established consumer protection regimes. Consumers International remains a robust organisation, in terms of its own structure, finance and membership, but its continued attention to the banal, as well as its refusal to develop a theory or all-encompassing vision of the world’s social and economic problems, means it remains hidden behind the far more prominent activities of other NGOs.


Again, then, and just as with the cultures of consumption, there is in the modern consumer movement an engagement with wider political concerns that is neither passive (in the sense that the consumer movement has inadvertently pushed its members into a heightened acquisitive culture) nor wholly self-aware (in the sense that activists have set out a coherent ideology or consumer-political manifesto). Instead, the banality of its focus has been reflected in the banality of its actions. The consumer movement has deliberately sought to transcend the party political divide to focus on issues which might appear trivial to other social activists but which have nevertheless had important consequences for being a consumer in the market and a citizen in the public sector. 

This is not, however, to proclaim some normative judgement about the type of politics being practised by the consumer movement or to suggest the superiority of the focus on the banal as a model for good citizenship. But it is to suggest that there is in the consumer movement a banality of consumer politics which highlights an interaction with the world of goods which has implications for the practice of citizenship. It forms one part of a broader spectrum of interactions between consumption and citizenship which can, at either end, be truly spectacular and banal (in the negative sense of the term). But the positive aspect of a banal politics has to be emphasised. It suggests an interaction with consumption that leads to specific political interventions in which consumers do care about the wider social aspects of their consumption if not to the extent that they want to set out a sweeping model for all of their interactions with citizenship and politics. Consumers can therefore be regarded as banal because they are neither the passive dupes of the marketplace nor the vanguard of a new citizen-based activism. Sometimes they do want to overturn the structures which enable fundamental abuses to take place, but sometimes they want to forget about the wider implications of their purchasing decisions. Neither too much nor too little can be expected of them – and it is the agenda of the organised consumer movement which reflects this.

Conclusion

All of which suggests the need for a new concept of banality. The banality of consumption must be embraced as a non-pejorative concept in order to better understand the full diversity and complexity of human interactions with consumption and the subsequent development of concerns more appropriately recognised as falling within the sphere of citizenship. In Hannah Arendt’s notion of ‘the banality of evil’ there is, perhaps, the roots of a more humanist understanding of consumption. At first, such an analogy might seem inappropriate, given the relative immediacy and import of consumption concerns with those of Arendt – the trial of the Nazi’s chief architect of the ‘final solution’, Adolf Eichmann. Furthermore, in the reactions to Arendt’s work, the use of the word banality remains negative. Arendt’s identification of Eichmann’s unthinking, non-malevolent and indiscriminate willingness to follow orders and pursue them so efficiently has led many to believe that the invocation of banality somehow lessened Eichmann’s guilt. He is portrayed as a cog in a bureaucratic machine which paid no attention to the human consequences of its actions and therefore he was as much a product of the machine as he could be considered its motor. In assessing Eichmann’s guilt, these factors, it has been held, ought not to be taken into acount, since it seemingly dehumanises an atrociously anti-human act: ‘the lesson of the fearsome, word-and-thought-defying banality of evil.’


But the point about Arendt’s notion of banality is that this does not excuse Eichmann of his guilt. After identifying the essential banality of his actions she goes on to pronounce his death sentence in her own words. She accepts – far more than the actual judges at the trial – the horrible normalcy and ordinariness of the man and that, even, many others would have done the same thing in his place. But she also points out that for all the apparently unconscious actions, there was always the opportunity not to carry them out. Thus, Eichmann cannot avoid responsibility and the humanity of six million outweighs any more humanistic understanding of his actions: Arendt is clear that he ‘must hang’. What Arendt manages to convey in her account of Eichmann is just how ordinary his extraordinary actions were, just how routine were his acts of grotesquery, and just how interrelated were the concepts of the ordinary and the extraordinary at one and the same time. The notion of evil that emerges is something that is not always deliberate and calculated. But neither is it something that is entirely bureaucratic. Indeed, her analysis of Eichmann suggests that evil is perpetrated without conscience, not because the perpetrator chooses, or simply is, unconscious of it. Rather, they are conscious of their evil, but it is a semi-conscious state which resides alongside other considerations. Evil is thus as much about forgetting the consequences of one’s actions as it is about remembering them.

Banality as understood here therefore resides between the ordinary and the extraordinary, between the trivial and the spectacular. Notwithstanding the dubious moral implications of drawing upon the banality of evil to explain the banality of consumption, there is clearly a notion of banality here that enables consumption to be seen as ordinary, trivial and mundane, but which is no less important for that. The engagement with consumption is not something that is done entirely passively (as in the banality of mass consumption favoured by the Frankfurt School) but neither is it done entirely consciously (as in the deliberate playing with images of the cultural studies project). Instead, agency (in the cultural or the political sphere) is always there and consumers always have in the back of their minds the bigger picture of consumer society, but sometimes this picture is lost and sometimes consumers are just focussing on themselves. But even when consumers are being at their most passive, most herd-like, or most self-interested, they always know they have the option not to be so, and that they can choose to choose differently. Consumer agency, like evil, is banal in the sense that it is everyday, it is common, but this does not mean it is either passive or spectacular.

In terms of the implications for scholarship, this means we should neither expect too much or too little of consumption. The focus on the ordinary in the cultures of consumption literature provides a model for the everyday nature of consumer action in the political sphere. Consumption cannot be said to de-politicise citizenship, since everyday interactions with the world of goods bring together the various networks of practices which constitute the consumer world-view. It is only to be expected that political agendas will therefore emerge out of the act of consumption. But, equally, consumption cannot be said to offer an entirely new form of political engagement and it would be mistaken to expect the housewife or some other such consumer to become the ‘vanguard’ of any new liberatory politics. The politics of consumption will always remain banal, since it will involve a straightforward defence of the consumer interest in any particular sphere, but not according to any consumer manifesto or consumer ideology. As in the modern consumer movement, this will sometimes lead to an incremental growth in both the membership and the sphere of interest of consumer politics, but equally it will place limits on the development of ‘consumerism’ as a political philosophy comparable to any other ‘ism’.

And in terms of the implications for citizenship we must also expect neither too little or too much from the banality of consumption. In the literature and public debates on consumption, it often seems that political rhetoric seeks to make the private concerns of consumption the basis for public policy, while scholars have tried to politicise the domestic, bringing all the political and citizenship concerns of the public sphere into the private acts of consumption. The actual nature of the interaction is likely to fall between these two extremes. As in the case of the modern consumer movement, consumption is brought to bear on wider questions of citizenship, as the defence of the consumer has become a central component of the ‘public interest’. And aspects of citizenship – such as access, rights and duties – have been used to redefine consumption as something more than an individual, self-interested act. But there are limits to this engagement. The consumer movement has brought the everyday concerns of consumers into the public sphere, but the banal nature of consumer politics and consumer political engagement has prevented consumerism developing a wider world-view on the relationship between consumption and citizenship. This has resulted in some perhaps naïve interventions into global politics, as in IOCU’s retreat from high-profile campaigning in the 1990s and its conciliatory moves to work with the new World Trade Organisation, a tactic which proved to bring very little actual discussion of consumer rights in subsequent trade negotiations. But the consumer movement was aware that in the sheer diversity of concerns of consumers the world over, the attempt to formalise either a consumer political creed or a precise relationship with consumption and citizenship would have resulted in a rigid definition which might preclude the incremental nature of its very expansion over previous decades. In this sense, consumer politics offer a banal and positive engagement with wider questions of citizenship, but there are limits to this and one should not expect the consumer to stand as a replacement for the citizen in the public sphere. 

Therefore, consumption is indeed banal and this is not necessarily a bad thing. Banality improves our understanding of the profundity of the trivial in, firstly, the cultures and, secondly, the politics of consumption. It better helps us to understand that consumer behaviour constitutes an interaction with the world that falls between the conscious and the unconscious, an engagement that is more often ordinary than spectacular but which is no less important for that. In terms of the interaction between consumption and citizenship, banality is also relevant. The banal politics of consumption raises everyday issues to the political level and addresses the concerns of the citizen in an unspectacular manner. Yet, for all this, the banality of consumption also restricts the range of citizenship issues which it can address and also means that these intermediate interventions are not always the most appropriate. Sometimes the spectacular and not the ordinary is needed in the addressing of citizenship issues. The banality of consumption cannot always provide these spectacular interventions and consumption cannot therefore be the only basis for citizenship: citizenship remains much wider than that. 
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