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EXIT HOMO POLITICUS; 

ENTER HOMO CONSUMENS

                         Symptoms abound and multiply of the slackening public interest in the officially recognized paraphernalia of democracy (indeed, in all its acknowledged principal mechanisms): falling participation in elections and referendums, shrinking membership of established political parties, or rising ignorance of the issues on the political agenda and of the persons claiming the right and the will to articulate and resolve them. 
                            In Britain, the facts speak for themselves. It is worth recalling that in 1997, New Labour was backed by only 31 per cent of those qualified to vote. Voter turnout at this election was the lowest since 1945. "The 1997 general election excited less interest than any other in living memory", as the authors of a Nuffield College study of this event concluded. Even the highly hyped public relations campaign surrounding devolution in Scotland and Wales failed to engage the public’s interest. Voter participation in these ‘history making’ elections in 1999 indicated that the public regarded it as yet another stage-managed event. The majority of Welsh electorate stayed at home - only 46 per cent of them bothered to vote. In Scotland, a high profile media campaign designed to promote voter participation, led to a 59 per cent turnout. And on the same day, polling booths in England attracted only 29 per cent of registered voters for the 6 May local elections. The June 1999 UK elections to the European Parliament represented an all time record low. Only 23 per cent turned out to vote. In one polling station in Sunderland, only 15 people turned up out of the 1,000 entitled to vote.

                           A most recent survey, conducted at the start of the 2005 electoral campaign
, suggests that ‘contrary to popular perception the British public is not apathetic about politics. That is the conclusion of a new report from the Electoral Commission and the Hansard Society, which found that 77 per cent of those polled by MORI were interested in national issues.’ It adds right away, however, that ‘this high level of basic interest is compared to the minority 27 per cent who feel that they actually have a say in the way the country is run.’ 

                           Judging from the precedents, one could surmise that the actual number of people going to the electoral booths would fall somewhere between those two figures and come perhaps closer to the lower of the two. Many more people declare their interest in whatever has been vetted in public as a ‘national issue’, than consider it worth the effort of walking to the polling station in order to give their vote to one of the competing political parties. Furthermore, in a society oversaturated with information (As Ignazio Ramonet points out
, during the last 30 years more information has been produced in the world than during the previous 5000 years, while ‘a single copy of the Sunday edition of the New York Times contains more information than a cultivated person in the eighteenth century would consume during a lifetime’), headlines serve mostly the cause of effacing from public memory the headlines of the day before; the issues which the headlines recast as ‘public interests’ can only boast a life expectation of a buterfly, having but a meagre chance to survive from the date of the opinion poll to the date of the election. Most importantly, the two things – the interest in national issues and the participation in the extant democratic process – just don’t congeal in the minds of the rising number of citizens. The second does not seem to be a relevant response to the first. Perhaps it is considered altogether politically irrelevant. 

                        The ‘Guardian Student’ Website of 23 March 2004 informed that ‘three quarters (77 per cent) of first year university students are not interested in taking part in political protests... while 67 per cent of freshers believe that student protest isn't effective and doesn't make any difference, according to the Lloyds TSB/Financial Mail on Sunday Student Panel’. It quotes Jenny Little, editor of the student page in the Financial Mail on Sunday, who says: "Students today must cope with a great deal - the pressure to get a good degree, the need to work part-time to support themselves and to get work experience to ensure that their CVs stand out from the crowd… (and let me add: managing their swiftly rising debts – ZB) It's not surprising that politics falls to the bottom of the pile of priorities for this generation, though, in real terms, it has never been more important."

                      In a recent study dedicated to the phenomenon of political apathy
, Tom Deluca suggests that apathy is not an issue in its own right, but ‘more a clue about the others, about how free we are, how much power we really have, what we can fairly be held responsible for, whether we are being well served… It implies a condition under which one suffers’. Political apathy ‘is a state of mind or a political fate brought about by forces, structures, institutions, or elite manipulation over which one has little control and perhaps little knowledge’. He explores all those factors in depth, to paint a realistic portrait of what he calls ‘the second face of political apathy’ - the ‘first face’ being, according to various political scientists, an expression of contentment with the state of affairs or exercise of right to free choice, and more generally (as stated in the classic 1954 study by Bernard Berelson, Paul Lazarsfeld and William McPhee, later rehashed by Samuel Huntington, and obliquely opted for by Anthony Giddens when welcoming the advent of ‘consumer activism’) as a phenomenon ‘good for democracy’ for the reason of ‘making mass democracy work’.

                        And yet if one wants to decode in full the social realities to which rising political apathy provides a clue and which it signals, one would need to look further yet than that ‘second face’ which Tom Deluca rightly claims to have been unduly neglected or only perfunctorily sketched by the mainstream scholars of political science. One would need to recall the power rapidly evaporating from the state-centered political institution into the no-man’s land of supra-national ‘global space’, subsidiarizing of a growing part of politics once administered by the state into the individually run and serviced ‘life politics’, and ‘outsourcing’ a rising section of life-relevant functions from the state to the consumer markets. The meeting of power and politics in the offices of the nation-state (the only meeting point allowed at the era of of territorial sovereignty) interpellated the residents of the state realm as citizens. The splitting of the power-politics union and the resulting impoverishment of the no-longer sovereign nation-state of both power and politics, as well as the takeover of most relevant life-servicing functions by the markets, casts the residents as consumers first and foremost. 

*
                        The void left behind by the citizens massively retreating from the extant political battlefields is, to the acclaim of some enthusiastic observers of new trends, filled by ostentatiously non-partisan and altogether un-political ‘consumer activism’ – which however (contrary to the enthusiasm with which it has been greeted by some observers ready and eager to theorise it into a new revolutionary breakthrough in democratic participation) engages yet smaller part of the electorate than the orthodox political parties, no longer trusted to represent their voters’ interests and so fast falling out of public favour, manage to mobilize in the heat of election campaigns. Frank Furedi warns: ‘Consumer activism thrives in the condition of apathy and social disengagement. Consumer activists regard their campaigns as a superior alternative to parliamentary democracy. Their attitude to political participation expresses a strong anti-democratic ethos’. It needs to be seen clearly that 
consumerist critique of representative democracy is fundamentally an anti-democratic one. It is based on the premise that unelected individuals who possess a lofty moral purpose have a greater right to act on the public’s behalf than politicians elected through an imperfect political process. Environmentalist campaigners, who derive their mandate from a self selected network of advocacy groups, represent a far narrower constituency than an elected politician. Judging by its record, the response of consumer activism to the genuine problem of democratic accountability, is to avoid it altogether in favour of opting for interest group lobbying.

                            ‘There is little doubt that the growth of consumer activism is bound up with the decline of traditional forms of political participation and social engagement’ – Furedi’s verdict based on his thoroughly documented study. ‘Consumer activism’ is a symptom of the growing disenchantment with politics. To quote Mark Lawson
 - ‘as there is nothing else to fall back on it is likely that people then give up on the whole notion of collectivism and therefore any sense of a democratic society and fall back on the market (and, let me add, their own consumer skills and activities) as the arbiter of provision’.

                         And yet quite a few writers, like for instance Thomas Frank, the editor of Chicago The Baffler, note the spectacular rise of ‘market populism’ in the US since the beginning of the 1990s
. Markets, the story goes, convey more faithfully what democracy is ultimately about: human choices. As the representation of popular choice, markets are spot on and can be trusted; and they could be relied on as well to deliver what people demand. Since that is the case, any interference with the markets cannot but be an assault against democracy and a step towards tyranny. Markets are ‘naturally’ democratic – and in order to perform their democratic job best they need to be free from political supervision and immune to all ‘extraneous’ (that is, political) regulation. In a bizarre reversal of the views that informed and guided the efforts to expand political democracy through most of the modern era, ‘market populism’ proclaims politics to be the ‘public enemy number one’ of democracy, and markets to be democracy’s best friends and most reliable (if not the sole) supports. 

                    What market populists gloss over are the devastating social consequences of uncurbed and uncorrected market activity: the fact that markets are the prime factories of social inequality which for great numbers of people, clustered towards the bottom of social pyramid, means precisely a denial of the ‘consumer rights’, a drastic cut in options, dwindling choice and in the end the nebulousness of freedoms even if they have been formally granted; while for the most of people it spells the prospects of perpetually insecure life haunted by uncertain future. It was primarily against such and similar evildoings of unrestrained markets that democracy was hoped and struggled to defend, and in its fully fledged form came closer than ever to succeed. 

                      Market populists are also uniquely ‘economical with truth’ when it comes to the location of the enemies of the consumers’ freedom. They cast them all, fairly and squarely, in the camp of politics, whereas the sins of the market are absolved before they are confessed. Admittedly, market is not unique in loading dices - manipulating human choices and above all limiting them in advance to the range defined by its own, not the customers’ preferences; politics may be charged, and with sound reasons, with similar misdeeds. But struggling to recast humans as consumers first and foremost and to strip them of all alternative or complementary social qualities and entanglements (and so of all and any means to compensate the harm suffered in the sole dimension in which they are called/allowed to operate, let alone to prevent such harm being done), market is a past master of social disqualification.

                        Production of consumers is one of the most wasteful industries on record. Quality control is strict and merciless, rejection is swift with sharply reduced chances of rehabilitation, and the ranks of the condemned – of flawed consumers or consumer invalids – swell with every successive advance of the market. As to the volume of insecurity to which players are exposed, market game has no equals - while democracy, let us recall, was set on move by people seeking remedy for the horrors of insecurity and the fears they bore, and kept on course by people craving to join the ranks of the happy ones who had already managed to obtain it. 

*

                         Mindful of such criticism, other writers suggest that in addition (or alongside with) consumer activism other alternative, unorthodox yet even more promising instruments have become available and are increasingly deployed to replace the increasingly inept and unreliable political tools handled in the past by the state and operated by political parties to obtain the objectives modern democracy was meant to serve. They vest their hope of democratic renaissance in the internet.

                        By many academics, internet and world-wide-web have been greeted, as the wondrous alternative and replacement for the wilting and fading political democracy, with yet more enthusiasm and less criticism than the market; and little wonder, considering that the virtual space has become the natural habitat of the current and aspiring members of the knowledge classes for whom, to quote Thomas Frank, ‘politics becomes in the first place an exercise in individual auto-therapy, an individual accomplishment, not an effort aimed at the construction of a movement’ – a means to inform the world of their own virtues, as documented by iconoclastic messages stuck to car windows or by ostentatious displays of the conspicuously ‘ethical’ consumption. Theorizing of internet as the new and improved form of politics, of world-wide-web surfing as a new and more effective form of political engagement, and of the accelerated connection to the internet and rising speed of surfing as advances in democracy, look suspiciously as so many glosses on the ever more common life practices of the knowledge-class, and above all on their keen concern with an honourable discharge from the ‘politics of the real’. 

                       Like all other consumer products, internet-produced and internet-stored information is well in excess of the consumers’ capacity to absorb is and digest, not to mention using it. As Ignazio Ramonet points out
, during the last 30 years more information has been produced in the world than during the previous 5000 years, while ‘a single copy of the Sunday edition of the New York Times contains more information than a cultivated person in the eighteenth century would consume during a lifetime’. Just how difficult, nay impossible to absorb and assimilate, and so endemically wasteful, such volume of information is - one can glean for instance from Eriksen’s
 observation that ‘more than a half of all published journal articles in the social sciences are never quoted’. That many articles are never read by anyone except the ‘anonymous peer reviewers’ and copy editors. It is everybody’s guess how small is the fraction of the articles’ contents that ever manages to find their way to the social-sciences discourse. 

                 ‘There is far too much information around’ – Eriksen concludes.
 ‘A crucial skill in information society consists in protecting oneself against the 99.99 per cent of the information offered that one does not want’. We may say that the line separating meaningful message, the ostensible object of communication, from background noise, its acknowledged adversary and obstacle, has all but disappeared. In a cut-throat competition for the scarciest of scarce resources – the attention of would be consumers – the suppliers of would-be consumer goods desperately search for the scraps of consumers’ time still lying fallow, for the tiniest gaps between moments of consumption that still could be hopefully stuffed with more information, hoping that some section of those at the receiving end of the communication channel, would in the course of their desperate searches for the bits of information would come by chance across the bits which they don’t need yet the suppliers wish them to absorb, and then would be sufficiently impressed to pause or slow down to absorb them rather than the bits they sought. Picking up fragments of the noise and converting them into a meaningful message is by and large a random process. ‘Hypes’, those products of the PR industry meant to separate ‘desirable objects of attention’ from the non-productive (read: unprofitable) noise (like the full-page commercials announcing a premiere of a new film, launching of a new book, the broadcasting of a heavily subscribed by the advertisers TV show, or an opening of a new exhibition), serve to divert for a moment, channel and condense in one direction the continuous and desperate, yet scattered search for ‘filters’– focusing attention, for a few minutes or a few days, on a selected object of consuming desire. 

                       All the more resounding for that reason is Jodi Dean’s blunt verdict
 that the present day communication technologies are ‘profoundly depoliticizing‘, that ‘communication functions fetishistically today: as a disavowal of a more fundamental political disempowerment or castration’, that

the technological fetish is “political”… enabling us to go about the rest of our lives relieved of the guilt that we might not be doing our part and secure in the belief that we are after all informed, engaged citizens… We don’t have to assume political responsibility because…the technology is doing it for us… (It) lets us think that all we need is to universalize a particular technology and then we will have a democratic or reconciled social order.

                   Reality stands in stark opposition to its sanguine and cheerful portrait painted by the ‘communication fetishists’. The powerful flow of information is not a confluent of the river of democracy, but an insatiable intake intercepting its contents and channelling them away into magnificently huge, yet stale and stagnant artificial lakes. The more powerful that flow is, the greater the threat of the river bed drying up.

                     The world servers store information, so that the new liquid-modern culture can substitute forgetting for learning as its major driving force; and they suck in and store the imprints of dissent and protest, so that liquid-modern politics can roll on unaffected and unabated - substituting soundbites and photo opportunities for confrontation and argument. The currents flowing away from the river are not easily reversed and returned to the riverbed: Bush and Blair could go to war under false pretences not for the dearth of websites calling their bluff.

                     As far as the ‘real politics’ is concerned, on its way towards electronic warehouses dissent is sterilized, defused and made irrelevant. Those who stir waters in the storage lakes may congratulate themselves for their fitness-testifying verve and sprightliness, yet those in the corridors of real power would hardly be forced to pay attention and could be only grateful for the state-of-the-art communication technology for siphoning off their potential troubles and dismantling the barricades erected on their way before they had time to settle. 

                        Real politics and virtual politics run in opposite directions, and the distance between them grows as the self-sufficiency of each benefits from the absence of the other’s company. The age of simulacra did not cancel the difference between genuine stuff and its reflection, between real and virtual realities; it only dug a precipice  between them - virtually easy, but in reality increasingly difficult, to bridge.

                           It looks like there is as yet no viable substitute for the extant mechanisms of political participation and democracy. At any rate – consumer markets and communication technologies look quite unpromising as serious contenders for that role. They are symptoms of withdrawal from public engagement and the massive loss of, simultaneously, the faith in the effectiveness of public action and the responsibility for the state of public life. They are, to put it bluntly, the signs of the citizen’s retreat.

*

                       The secret of every durable, that is successfully self-reproducing social system, is the recasting of its ‘functional prerequisites’ into behavioural motives of its actors. To put it a different way: the secret of all successful ‘socialization’ is forcing/ persuading/cajoling the individual actors to wish to do what the system needs them doing in order to self-reproduce and persist over time. This may be done directly and explicitly, mustering approval and active support for the system’s brand, like a ‘state’ or a ‘nation’ - through a continuous campaign variously dubbed ‘spiritual mobilization’, ‘civic education’, ‘ideological indoctrination’, ‘defence of values’ or sometimes ‘brain washing’, as it was done in the ‘solid’ phase of modernity, in the ‘society of producers’; or obliquely and implicitly, through the training or drilling the individual actors in certain behavioural patterns, as well as the patterns of problem-solving, which - once observed (as observed they must be because of the recession and disappearance of alternative choices and of the skills needed to practice them) and recast into no-longer-reflected-upon habits, sustain and reproduce the system – as it is commonly done in the ‘liquid’ phase of modernity, in the society of consumers.    

                       The way of tying together ‘systemic prerequisites’ and individual motives typical of the society of producers required the devaluation of the ‘now’, and particularly of the immediate satisfaction and more generally of enjoyment (or rather of what the French entail in the virtually untranslatable concept of jouissance). By the same token, that way had also necessarily to enthrone the precept of procrastination or the ‘delay of gratification’ – that is, of the sacrifice of specific present rewards in the name of imprecise future benefits, as well as of the sacrifice of individual rewards for the benefit of the ‘whole’ (be it society, state, nation, class, gender or just a deliberately under-specified ‘we’) – which would secure in due course a better life for all. In a society of producers, the ‘long term’ is given priority over ‘short term’, and the needs of the ‘whole’ over needs of its ‘parts’ - whereas the joys and satisfaction derived from ‘eternal’ and ‘supra-individual’ values are cast as superior to the fleeting individual raptures, while the happiness of a greater number is put above the plight of a smaller one - as, in fact, the only genuine and worthy satisfactions amidst the multitude of seductive, but false, contrived, deceptive and ultimately degrading ‘pleasures of the moment’. 

                   Wise after the fact, we (men and women whose life is conducted in the liquid-modern setting) are inclined to dismiss that way of dovetailing systemic reproduction with individual motivations as wasteful, exorbitantly costly, and above all abominably oppressive since going against the grain of the ‘natural’ human proclivity and propensity. Sigmund Freud was one of the first thinkers to note that
 – though gathering his data as he had to from a life lived on the rising slope of the society of mass industry and mass conscription, even that exquisitely imaginative thinker was unable to conceive of an alternative to the coercive suppression of instincts, and so ascribed to what he observed the generic status of necessary and unavoidable features of all and any civilization - civilization ‘as such’. 

                         Demand of instinct-renunciation won’t be, Freud concluded, willingly embraced. Majority of humans obey many of the cultural prohibitions (or precepts) ‘only under the pressure of external coercion’ – and ‘it is alarming to think of the enormous amount of coercion that will inevitably be required’ to promote, instil and make safe the necessary civilizing choices like, for instance, work ethics (that is, a wholesale condemnation of leisure coupled with the commandment to work for the work’s sake whatever the material rewards), or the ethics of peaceful, nay friendly cohabitation proposed by the commandment ‘Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself’ (‘What is the point of a precept enunciated with so much solemnity, Freud asks rhetorically, ‘if its fulfilment cannot be recommended as reasonable?’) The rest of Freud’s case is too well known to be restated here in any detail: civilization must be sustained by repression, and repeating rebellions, as well as continuous effort to hold them down, or pre-empt, are inescapable. Dissent and mutiny cannot be avoided since all civilization means constraint and all constraint is repulsive.

(T)he replacement of the power of the individual by the power of community constitutes the decisive step of civilization. The essence of it lies in the fact that the members of the community restrict themselves in their possibilities of satisfaction, whereas the individual knew no such restriction.

Excursus: individual and community, or chicken and egg dilemma. Let’s leave aside the caveat that ‘the individual’ who is not already a ‘member of community’ may be yet more mythical a figure than Hobbes’ pre-social savage of the bellum omnium contra omnes, or just a rhetorical device deployed ‘for the sake of an argument’, like the ‘original patricide’ that would crop up in Freud’s later work. For whichever reason the particular wording of the message was chosen, the substance of the message is that putting the interests of a supra-individual group above the individual inclinations and impulses, as well as placing the long-term effects above the immediate satisfactions in the case of work ethics, are unlikely to be willingly acknowledged, embraced and obeyed by the hoi polloi, and that civilization (or, for that matter, human peaceful and cooperative cohabitation with all its benefits) must rest therefore on coercion, or at least on a realistic threat that coercion would be applied were the restrictions, imposed on instinctual urges, not punctiliously observed. By hook or by crook, ‘reality principle’ must be assured an upper hand over the ‘pleasure principle’ if civilized human togetherness is to persist.

                          Freud re-projects that conclusion on all types of human togetherness (retrospectively re-named ‘civilizations’) – presenting it as a universal law of life in society. But whatever answer is given to the question whether or not the repression of instincts was indeed coterminous with history of humanity, one can credibly suggest that it could have been discovered, named, put on record and theorized upon only at the dawn of the modern era; more to the point, only following the disintegration of the ancien régime that immediately preceded it. It was that disintegration, the falling apart of customary institutions that sustained a by-and-large monotonous reproduction of the Rechts-  and Pflichts-Gewohnenheiten, that laid bare the human-made artifice hiding behind the idea of the ‘natural’ or ‘Divine’ order, and so forced to reclassify order from the category of the ‘given’ to the category of ‘tasks’, thus re-representing the ‘logic of Divine creation’ as an achievement of human power. The point, though, is that even if before the advent of the modern era room for coercion was no less ample than it was bound to be in the course of the modern order-building (and it was), there was hardly a room there for the self-assurance and matter-of-factness with which Jeremy Bentham could and did put an equation mark between obedience to law on one side, and locking the exits from confinement while casting the inmates into a situation of ‘work-or-die’ choice and putting the wardens in the observation tower to make sure that no other choices seep in, on the other.

                         ‘Power of community’ did not have to replace ‘the power of the individual’ to make cohabitation feasible and viable; power of community was in place long before its necessity, let alone its urgency, was discovered. Indeed, the idea that such replacement was a task, yet to be performed by one or the other, collective or individual, power holder, would hardly occur to either ‘the individual’ or ‘the community’ as long as that was the case. Community, as it were, held power over the individual (a total, ‘everything included’ kind of power) as long as it remained un-problematical, and not a task that (as all tasks) could be fulfilled or fail. To put it in the nutshell, community held individuals in its grip as long as it remained unaware of ‘being a community’.

                       Turning the subordination of individual powers to those of a ‘community’ into a ‘need’ waiting ‘to be met’ reversed the logic of modern development; though at the same time, by ‘naturalizing’ what was in fact a historical process, it generated in one felt swoop its legitimation and the etiological myth of an aggregate of free-floating, solitary individuals who once upon a time came to be transmogrified, through civilizing effort, into a ‘community’ that bids for the authority to trim and repress such individual predispositions as have been revealed/declared to be contrary to the requirements of secure cohabitation. 

                       Community might be as old as humanity, but the idea of ‘community’ as a condition sine qua non of humanity could be born only together with the experience of its crisis. That idea was patched of the fears emanating from the disintegration of the self-reproducing social settings called retrospectively ancien régime and subsequently recorded in social-scientific vocabulary under the name of ‘traditional society’. The modern ‘civilizing process’ (the only process calling itself by that name) was triggered by the state of uncertainty for which the falling apart and impotence of ‘community’ was one of the suggested explanation. 

                     ‘Nation’, that eminently modern innovation, was visualized in the likeness of ‘community’: it was to be a new community, community writ large, community-by-design, community made to the measure of the newly extended network of human interdependencies and exchanges. What was given the name of the ‘civilizing process’ later, at the time when the developments to which that name referred were fast grinding to a halt or apparently falling into reverse, was a steady attempt to re-regularize or re-pattern human conduct no longer subjected to the homogenizing pressures of self-reproducing pre-modern institutions. Ostensibly, that process was focused on individuals: the new capacity of self-control (and more generally self-constraint) by newly autonomous individual was to take over the job done before by the no longer available social controls and coercive constraints. But the genuine stake of the bid was the deployment of the self-controlling capacity of the individuals in the service of re-enacting or re-constituting ‘community’ at a higher level. Just like the ghost of the lost Roman Empire hovered over the self-constitution of feudal Europe, the ghost of lost community soared over the constitution of modern nations. Nation-building was to be accomplished while using patriotism, an induced (taught/learned) readiness to sacrifice individual interests to the interests shared with other individuals ready to do the same, as its principal raw material. As Ernest Renan famously summed up that strategy: nation is (or rather can only live by) the daily plebiscite of its members. 

                       Setting about restoring historicity to Freud’s extemporal model of civilization, Norbert Elias explained the birth of the modern self (that awareness of one’s own ‘inner truth’, coupled with own responsibility for its self-assertion) by the internalization of external constraints and their pressures. Nation building process was inscribed in the space extending between supra-individual panoptical powers and the individual capacity to accommodate to the necessities which those powers set in place. The newly acquired individual freedom of choice (including the choice of self-identity), resulting from the unprecedented under-determination of social placement caused by the demise or a radical weakening of traditional bonds, was to be deployed, paradoxically, in the service of the suppression of choices deemed detrimental to the ‘new totality’: the community-like nation-state. 

*

                       Whatever its pragmatic merits, the Panopticon-style, ‘discipline, punish and rule’ way of achieving the needed/intended manipulation/routinization of behavioural probabilities was a cumbersome, costly and conflict-ridden. It was also inconvenient, surely not the best choice for the power holders, as it imposed severe and non-negotiable constraints on their own freedom of manoeuvre. It was not however the sole strategy through which systemic stability, better known under the name of ‘social order’, could be achieved and made secure. Having identified ‘civilization’ with a centralized system of coercion and indoctrination (later reduced, under Michel Foucault’s influence, to its coercive wing), social scientists were left with little choice except to, misleadingly, describe the advent of ‘post-modern condition’ (that coincided with the entrenchment of the society of consumers) as a product of ‘de-civilizing process’. What in fact happened, though, was the discovery, invention, or emergence of an alternative (less cumbersome, less costly and relatively less conflict-ridden, but above all giving more freedom, and so more power, to the power-holders) method of manipulating the behavioural probabilities necessary to sustain the system of domination recognized as social order. Another variety of the ‘civilizing process’, an alternative and apparently more convenient way, in which the task of that process can be pursued, was found and set in place. 

                      This new variety, practiced by the liquid-modern society of consumers, arouses little if any dissent, resistance or rebellion as it re-presents the obligation to choose as freedom of choice; by the same token, it overrides the opposition between ‘pleasure’ and ‘reality’ principles. Submission to stern demands of reality may be lived through as an exercise of freedom, and indeed as an act of self-assertion. Punishing force, if applied, is seldom naked; it comes disguised as a result of a false step or lost (overlooked) opportunity, and far from bringing into the light the limits of individual freedom, it hides them yet more securely by obliquely retrenching the individual choice in its role of the main, perhaps even the only, ‘difference that makes a difference between victory and defeat’ in the individual pursuit of happiness.

                        The ‘totality’ to which the individual should stay loyal and obedient no longer enters individual life in the shape of obligatory sacrifice of the kind of universal conscription and the duty to give life for the country and the national cause, but in the form of highly entertaining, invariably pleasurable and relished festivals of communal togetherness and belonging, held on the occasion of a football world cup or a cricket test. Surrender to the ‘totality’ is no longer a reluctantly embraced, cumbersome and often onerous duty – but an avidly sought and eminently enjoyable entertainment. 

                        Carnivals, as Mikhail Bakhtin memorably suggested, tend to be interruptions in the daily routine, the brief exhilarating intervals between successive instalments of dull quotidianity, a pause in which the mundane hierarchy of values is temporarily reversed, most harrowing aspects of reality are for a brief time suspended, and the kinds of conduct considered shameful and prohibited in ‘normal’ life are ostentatiously and with relish practiced and brandished in the open. If during the old-style carnivals it was the individual liberties denied in daily life that were ecstatically tasted, it is now the turn of losing the burden and quashing the anguish of individuality through dissolving in a ‘greater whole’ and joyously abandoning oneself to its rule while submerging in the tides of indistinguishability. The function (and seductive power) of liquid-modern carnival lies in the momentary resuscitation of the sunk-in-coma togetherness. Such carnivals are séances during which people hold hands together calling the ghost of deceased community. Not an insignificant part of their charm is the awareness that the ghost will play but a fleeting visit and will promptly go away when the séance is over. 

                      It does not mean that the ‘normal’, weekday conduct of the individuals has become random, un-patterned and uncoordinated. It only means that the non-randomness, regularity and coordination of individually undertaken actions can be, and as a rule are, attained by other means than the solid-modern contraptions of enforcement, policing and chain of command, of a totality bidding for being ‘greater that the sum of its parts’ and bent on training/drilling its ‘human units’ into discipline. 

*

                        In a liquid-modern society of consumers, swarm tends to replace the group - with its leaders, hierarchy of authority and pecking order. Swarm can do without all those trappings and stratagems without which a group would neither be formed nor able to survive. Swarms need not be burdened by the tools of survival; they assemble and disperse and gather again from one occasion to another, guided by shifting relevancies and attracted by changing and moving targets. The seductive power of shifting targets is as a rule sufficient to coordinate their movements, making redundant all command or other enforcement ‘from the top’. As a matter of fact, swarms do not have ‘tops’; it is solely the direction of their current flight that casts some of the self-propelled swarm units into the position of ‘leaders’ to be ‘followed’; for the duration of a particular flight, or a part of it, though no longer.

                         Swarms are not teams; they know not of the division of labour. They are (unlike bona fide groups) no more than ‘sums of their parts (self-propelled units)’. They can be visualized best as Warhol’s endlessly replicated images with no original, or with an original discarded after use and impossible to trace. Theirs is (to continue revising Durkheim) but a ‘mechanical solidarity’ – each unit re-enacting the moves made by any other while performing the whole of the job, from beginning to end and in all its parts, alone (in the case of consuming swarms, the job so performed is the job of consuming).

                          In a swarm, there are no specialists - no holders of separate (and scarce) skills and resources whose task would be to enable/assist other units to complete their jobs, or to compensate for their individual shortcomings or incapacities. Each unit is a ‘Jack of all trades’, and needs the complete set of tools and skills necessary for the entire job to be fulfilled. In a swarm, there is no exchange, no cooperation, no complementarity – just the physical proximity and roughly coordinated direction of the current moves. In case of the human, feeling/thinking units, the comfort of flying-in-swarm derives from the trust in numbers: a belief that the direction of flight has been properly chosen since an impressively large swarm follows it, the supposition that so many feeling/thinking humans wouldn’t be simultaneously fooled. As the self-assurance and the sentiment of security go, the swarm is the next best, and no less effective, substitute for the authority of group leaders.

                     Swarms, unlike groups, know not of dissenters or rebels – only, so to speak, of ‘deserters’, ‘blunderers’, or ‘maverick sheep’. The units that fall out from the main body in flight are just ‘strayed’, ‘lost’ or ‘fallen by the wayside’. They are bound to forage on their own – but the life of solitary mavericks would seldom last long, as the chance of finding a realistic target on their own is much smaller than in the case of following a swarm, whereas as fanciful, useless or dangerous targets are followed, the risks of perishing multiply. 

                      Society of consumers tends to dissemble the groups and favour instead the formation of swarms. 
                         Consumption is a supremely solitary activity (perhaps even the archetype of solitude) - even when it happens to be conducted in company. No lasting bonds emerge in the activity of consumption. Such bonds as manage to tie up in the act of consumption do not tend to outlast the act; they may keep the swarm units together for the duration of their flight (that is, until the next change of target), but are admittedly occasion-bound and otherwise thin and flimsy, bearing little if at all on the subsequent moves of the units while throwing little if any light on the units’ past histories.

                          What kept household members around the family tables and made the family table into an instrument of integration and reassertion of the family as a durably bonded group was in no small a measure the productive element in consumption: the gathering at dinner table was but the last (distributive) stage of a lengthy productive process that started in the kitchen and even beyond – in the family field or workshop. What bonded the diners into a group was the cooperation in the course of productive labour that preceded it, not the shared consumption of its results. We may suppose that the ‘unintended consequence’ of ‘fast foods’, ‘takes-away’ or ‘TV dinners’ (or perhaps rather their ‘latent function’ and the true cause of their fast rising popularity) is either making the gatherings around the family table redundant and so putting an end to the shared consumption, or symbolically endorsing the loss by the act of commensality, consuming-in-company, of the onerous bond-tying and bond-reaffirming propensities which it once carried, but which have become irrelevant or even undesirable in the liquid-modern society of consumers. 

                       While consumer society rests its case on the promise to gratify human desires like no other society in the past could do or dream, the promise of satisfaction remains seductive only as long as the desire stays ungratified; more importantly, as long as the client is not ‘completely satisfied’ – as long as the desires that motivate the consumers to further consumerists experiments are not trusted to have been truly and fully gratified. Just like the easily satisfied ‘traditional worker’ wishing to work no more than necessary to allow the habitual way of life to continue was the nightmare of the budding ‘society of producers’, so the ‘traditional consumer’, guided by yesterday, familiar needs and immune to seduction, were s/he allowed to survive, would spell the death knell of a mature society of consumers, consumer industry and consumer markets. Setting the targets low, assuring an easy access to the goods that meet the targets, as well as the belief in objective limits to ‘genuine’ and ‘realistic’ desires, are precisely the major adversaries of consumer-oriented economy earmarked for extinction. It is the non-satisfaction of desires, and the firm and perpetual belief that each act of their satisfaction leaves much to be desired and can be bettered, that are the flying-wheels of the consumer-targeted economy. 

                    Consumer society thrives as long as it manages to render non-satisfaction (and so, in its own terms, unhappiness) permanent. One way of achieving such effect is to denigrate and devalue consumer products shortly after they have been hyped into the universe of the consumers’ desires. But another way, yet more effective, runs away from the lime-lights: the way of satisfying every need/desire/want in such fashion that cannot but give birth to new needs/desires/wants. What starts as a need, must end up as a compulsion or an addiction. And it does, as the urge to seek in shops and in shops only the solutions to problems and the relief from pain and anxiety is one aspect of behaviour that is not just allowed, but eagerly encouraged to condense into a habit. But it does also for another reason. 

                    The realm of hypocrisy stretching between popular beliefs and the realities of consumers’ life is a necessary condition of the properly functioning society of consumers. If the search of fulfilment is to go on and if the new promises are to be alluring and catching, promises already made must be routinely broken and the hopes of fulfilment regularly frustrated. Each single promise must be deceitful or at least exaggerated, lest the search loses its intensity or even grinds to a halt. Without repetitive frustration of desires, consumer demand could quickly run dry and the consumer-targeted economy would run out of steam. It is the excess of the sum total of promises that neutralizes the frustration caused by the excessiveness of each one of them, and stops the accumulation of frustrating experiences short of sapping the confidence in the ultimate effectiveness of the search.

                    In addition to be an economics of excess and waste, consumerism is for this reason also an economics of deception. Just like the excess and waste, deception does not signal its malfunctioning. On the contrary – it is a symptom of its good health and being on the right track; a distinctive mark of the sole regime under which society of consumers may be assured of its survival.

                     Discarding of successive consumer offers expected (promised) to satisfy the desires is paralleled by the rising mountains of dashed expectations. Among the expectations, mortality is high, and in a properly functioning consumer society it must be steadily rising. Life-expectation of hopes is minuscule, and only an extravagantly high fertility rate may save them from thinning out and extinction. For the expectations to be kept alive and for new hopes to fill promptly the void left by the hopes already discredited and discarded, the road from the shop to the garbage bin needs to be short and the passage swift.

                           There is more though that sets the society of consumers apart from all other known, including the most ingenious among them, arrangements for skilful and effective ‘pattern maintenance’ and ‘tension management’ (to recall Talcott Parsons’ prerequisites of the ‘self-equilibrating system’). Society of consumers has developed to an unprecedented degree the capacity to absorb all and any dissent it inevitably, and in common with other types of society, breeds - and then to recycle it in the major resource of its own well-being and expansion. Society of consumers derives its animus and momentum from the disaffection it itself expertly produces. It provide the prime case of a process which Thomas Mathiesen
 has recently described under the name of ‘silent silencing’ (of potential system-born dissent and protest) through the stratagem of ‘absorption’ – meaning that ‘the attitudes and actions which in origin are transcendent’ (that is, threatening the system with explosion or implosion - Z.B.) ‘are integrated in the prevailing order in such a way that dominant interests continue to be served. This way, they are made unthreatening to the prevailing order’. I would add: they are concerted into a major resource of the reproduction of that order.  
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