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1. Introduction: Knowing Obligations

In debates about ethics, the model for responsible action is often presented in terms of a problematic relationship between place and space. Place is understood as the location of clear-cut ethical commitments, while space serves as a shorthand for abstract, alienated relations in which distance intervenes to complicate and extend the range of moral duties. The exemplary topic for geography’s recent ‘moral turn’ has therefore become the recurrent theme of caring at a distance, revolving around the question of what obligations are owed to distant others. The predominant rhetorical frame of these discussions is the idea that caring at a distance is a problem, in need of either explanation or justification. This implies that caring up close, as it were, is much less of a problem. This way of problematizing the geographies of responsibility is supported by influential accounts from contemporary social theory. Above all, perhaps, Zygmunt Bauman’s diagnosis of modernity underwrites a widespread understanding of distance as the source of moral harm, by rendering consequences of routine activities unintelligible to actors. In Bauman’s work, there is a tendency to elide together spatial distance and social distance, so that a critique of pathological cultural othering is conflated with a critique of the distanciation effects characteristic of modern bureaucracy, markets, and organisations. To take another example, the communitarian critique of liberal egalitarianism revolves around a set of imaginary geographies in which the intimacies of a knowable community are considered essential to the very possibility of being moved to ethical action at all. This set of understandings connect with a much longer line of political philosophical questioning in which, by presuming that outsiders require special consideration in terms of duties and obligations, the forms of care that tie together families, friends, neighbours, or compatriots are presumed to be relatively unproblematic. In such debates, geographical distance often serves as a figure for cultural difference, which destabilises notions of ethical commitment. In this paper, we want to outline an approach that complicates this easy equation of spatial and social distance, and in turn presents distance as a barrier to ethical conduct. There is, we suggest, no good reason to suppose that spatial distance necessarily diminishes either a felt responsibility or practical capacity to care for others; nor, indeed, to suppose that caring ‘up close’, in local contexts, somehow involves a transcendence of social distance.

There is, then, a widespread and taken for granted assumption that spatial distance can be thought of in terms of a barrier, beyond which the reach of responsibility becomes problematic in a way that is assumed not to function in relations of proximity. This distinction between alienated distance and intimate proximity underwrites the discourse of morality in a range of debates in the social sciences. Take for example, David Harvey’s (1990) influential reinterpretation of commodity fetishism, revolving around the didactic device of asking where one’s breakfast comes from. This is, in effect, a spatialization of Marx’s moral theory of alienation under capitalism, in which social relations between people are sublimated into relations between people and objects. In this narrative, commodification renders the give-and-take of recognition, upon which full moral selfhood is presumed to depend, difficult if not impossible to maintain, by hiding from view the identities, toils, and troubles of those whose labour is inscribed in the commodities that sustain our everyday routines. ‘Space hides consequences’ thereby becomes the basic premise of a model of critical analysis in which reconnecting the separated moments of production, distribution and consumption is understood to be equivalent to restoring to view a previously hidden chain of commitments and responsibilities. A key conceptual device in this new moral-empirical pedagogy is the notion of the commodity chain. This concept serves as the basis for elaborating an implicit moral theory of action, in which commodification is understood to work in terms of generalised mis-recognition, and geography itself becomes a means of learning re-cognition as morality as such. What we want to emphasise here is the presumption that knowledge, as cognition, is the privileged medium for motivating ethical responsibility. It is this assumption we want to question, both because it narrows the range of possible forms of motivation for ethical action, as well as failing to register the extent to which acting according to consciously ethical principles does not necessarily diminish the risk of effecting negative consequences. 

There is, then, a broad understanding in the social sciences of geographical distance as a problem: a problem for empirical knowledge; a problem for establishing causality; and by extension, a problem for maintaining a sense of morally responsible action. In turn, robust empirical knowledge and rigorous explanatory theory are presented as the essential media of recognition that promise to restore the lost intimacies of care sundered apart by commodification and bureaucratisation. Our starting point for reconstructing an alternative account of the geographies of responsibility is the observation that this whole set of understandings take for granted the identity of a particular sort of moral self-hood. People are thought to be implicated in their actions by reference to a linear chain of relations between free will, knowledge, action, causality, responsibility and blame. Responsibility, in short, is tightly bound to a particular notion of human agency (Barry, 2000). It is for this reason that various strands of contemporary thought that call into question models of the human subject as a self-founding moral agent are so routinely castigated as undermining the grounds of responsible ethical or political action. What is missed in this defensive gesture of dismissal is the ethical seriousness of lines of thought that endeavour to track the practical ways in which responsibility and obligation are often called forward in ways that cannot be reduced to models of strict causal responsibility (Young, 2003). What these strands of thought share – we are thinking here of work as various of that of Bernard Williams, Emmanuel Levinas, Stanley Cavell, Francisco Varela – is a strong sense of responsibility as being a response, that is, as presupposing a capacity to respond, one which exceeds either a simple recognition of identical interests or culture, or the taking ownership as one’s own the effects of one’s wilful actions. 

Perhaps the purest version of this endeavour to de-centre the intentional subject of traditional moral theory is Derrida’s development of Levinas’ phenomenological account of the conditions of possibility of being ethical, in which ethics in its purity emerges as a realm of action that is motivated by that which exceeds strict causal responsibility (Barnett, Forthcoming). Pure ethicality, from this perspective, cannot be based on taking responsibility for one’s own actions. This understanding seems to indicate that ethical action is actually impossible, in so far as the pure ethical relation is defined as one that necessarily resists incorporation into any form of self-regarding knowledge at all, including the ordinary knowledge required for taking responsibility for the consequences of those actions that do, after all else is said and done, remain one’s own. One might prefer, then, to turn to Foucault’s later work, which sketches the outlines of an understanding of ethics that does address the question of how to motivate other-regarding ethical action by working on self-regarding considerations, that is, by thinking through the ways in which the cultivation of the care for the self serves as a means of extending care for others. This theme connects to a broader range of work that is concerned with practices of ‘moral selving’ (Allahyari, 2000; Cloke, 2002), that is, with the mediated work of creating oneself as a more virtuous person through practices that acknowledge excessive responsibilities to others. Moral selving might take the form of explicit performances, or displays, of virtuous conduct; but it also refers to a range of more humble, perhaps even anonymous modes of conduct. In the rest of this paper, we want to use consumption as a site for exploring this alternative understanding of the practices of ethical self-hood and responsible action. 

2. What are the Ethics of Ethical Consumption?
In the social sciences, consumption has been understood as the exemplary ethical practice in two distinct senses: by virtue of occupying a pivotal position in the extended network of contemporary commodification processes, consumption comes to serve as the paradigm for caring for distant others; but also, in a line of work that is concerned to assert the active and creative dimensions of consumption, consumption is also constructed as a realm for the cultivation of identity, in which ordinary capacities for autonomous action, discrimination, and choice are routinely exercised. We want to suggest that existing research on consumption fails to register the full complexity of the practices, motivations, and mechanisms through which the working up of moral selves is undertaken in relation to consumption practices. Academics, policy-makers, and campaigning organisations understand ethical decision-making in particular, often highly rationalistic ways. This is the case even when understandings are broadened out from narrow economic rationalities to consider the relationships between consumption and identity, where one still finds strong presumptions of the relationship between consumption, knowledge, and an actively reflexive self.

In order to raise some critical questions concerning the empirical and normative adequacy of the two dominant ways of working out understandings of the geographies of ethics (and politics) by reference to consumption practices, we want to focus here on the growth of a range of activities that are defined explicitly in terms of ethical consumption. We want to ask what sorts of ethical conduct and moral selving are actually encouraged by regulated, self-consciously ‘ethical’ consumption behaviour. It is our contention here that by assessing the ways in which ethical consumption actually works, it is possible to discern a more complex sense of multiple rationalities of ethical action that campaigns and practices of ethical consumption actualise in different combinations (Radley and Kennedy, 1995). The focus on ethical consumption also allows us to explore the relationships between ethical action, often thought of in terms of personal conduct and mores, and the institutional mediation of responsibilities and obligations. There are, we suggest, two dimensions to ethical consumption practices that recommend a critical re-interpretation that re-orders our understandings of the motivations and practices of ethical subjectivity. First, there is an organisational dimension, referring to the strategies used by campaigning organisations, policy makers, and businesses to facilitate the adoption of ethical consumption practices by consumers. Second, there is an inter-subjective dimension, referring to forms of subjectivity that ethical consumption practices enable people to cultivate in their everyday lives. 

The role of ethical considerations in shaping consumer behaviour has become increasingly significant over the last two decades. The economic importance of the rise of ethical purchasing for corporate strategy, retailing, and policy makers is well established and likely to grow. But just what counts as ethical consumption is itself open to some debate. On the one hand, ethical consumption might be defined in relation to particular objects of ethical concern. In this sense, consumption research defines a variety of issues as ‘ethical’, including environmental sustainability, health and safety risks, animal welfare, fair trade, labour conditions, and human rights. On the other hand, this focus on consumption as a means of acting in an ethical way toward particular objects of concern extends across various forms of practice, including shopping, investment decisions, and personal banking and pensions. The diversity of objects and practices that might constitute ethical consumption is underscored by considering the diversity of organisational forms that might be defined in this category. These include ethical trading organisations (e.g. Oxfam, Traidcraft, Body Shop); lobby groups (e.g. the Soil Association); fair trade campaign organisations (e.g. Oxfam, Christian Aid); co-operative movements  (e.g. the Co-Op in the UK); consumer boycott campaigns (e.g. anti-Nestle, Stop Esso); and ‘no-logo’ anti-globalisation campaigns (e.g. against Nike, Gap, McDonalds). Even this short list indicates the high degree of overlap between organisations, the diversity of strategies and issues adopted, and the variability of scales at which ethical consumption activities operate. 

There are three broad fields that have addressed the formal and informal dimensions of consumption as a scene of ethical practice. Firstly, research in sociology, anthropology, cultural studies, and human geography has demonstrated that everyday commodity consumption is a realm for the actualisation of capacities for autonomous action, reflexive monitoring of conduct, and the self-fashioning of relationships between selves and others (Jackson, 1999; Miller, 1998). The strong emphasis of critical consumption research is upon asserting and re-asserting the skilled, active role of consumers in consumption processes. However, by relying on a simple rhetorical distinction between activity and passivity to frame the normative significance of its analysis, much work in this field leaves open a set of questions concerning the precise meaning of autonomy, choice, and agency in mediated, market-related practices. Secondly, and related to this field, work on commodification has emphasised the variable historical-geographical ‘careers’ of commodities as they pass through production, distribution, and consumption. As we have already suggested, critical accounts of the politics of commodification rest on an analytics of mis-recognition, according to which responsible political action requires the development of geographical imaginations, or cognitive maps, that connect spatially and temporally distanciated actions and consequences through the provision of explanatory knowledge. This is likewise a strong undercurrent in work on the ethical dimensions of global commodity-chains, in which ethical trade initiatives are understood to rest on changing the patterns of knowledge-relations within distanciated networks of interaction (Hughes, 2001). Thirdly, there is a burgeoning literature on business ethics and corporate social responsibility in economics and management studies. This work understands ethical consumption primarily in terms of the role of information as the medium through which the ethical preferences of consumers and the ethical records of businesses are signalled in the market place (Bateman et al, 2002). From this perspective, the development of appropriate informational strategies (marketing, advertising, labelling, and branding) will assist in overcoming market failure. This dual set of assumptions - that providing information to consumers regarding the conditions of production and distribution of commodities is central to changing consumer behaviour, and that knowledge is also the key to putting pressure on corporations and governments - also underwrites the political rationalities of consumer-oriented political activism, such as fair trade campaigns and ethical trade audits, in which publicity is understood as a primary means of acting on the conduct of both individualised consumers and corporate actors alike. For example, as Hobson (2002; 2003) observes, the assumption that the exposure of the public to scientific knowledge will trigger changes in consumer behaviour underwrites policies for sustainable consumption that have emerged in the last decade. 

We would suggest therefore that both critical-cultural research, and business studies and management theory, tend to share key assumptions about consumer sovereignty, individual autonomy, information, and utility maximisation in their approach to the normative analysis of consumption practices. The strong assumption connecting these fields of research is that individuals are implicated in their actions through dimensions of knowledge and ignorance, recognition and mis-recognition. It is our contention that academic, policy, and activist discourses on the politics and ethics of commodity consumption all assume that ethical decision-making works through the rational calculation of ethical obligations, for which the provision of knowledge, advice, and information is an essential prerequisite. Contemporary discourses of ethical consumption can therefore be characterised as implicitly consequentialist in their understanding of ethical action. By this, we mean that they assume that the burden of responsible individual or collective action depends both on having the epistemological capacity to know the likely consequences of actions, and on having the practical competency to adjust actions accordingly. Existing research on consumption therefore depends on relatively narrow conceptualisations of ethical decision-making by consumers, companies, and public organisations. As a result, ethical consumption is understood in both theory and practice as depending on dimensions of knowledge and information, and on explicit practices of acknowledged commitment. One implication of this, we will argue below, is that ethical consumption works through practices and registers which, while outwardly universalistic in their moral claims, are inherently related to practices of differentiation, discrimination, and distinction that might render ethical consumption a highly particularistic set of socio-cultural practices. 
3. Conceptualising the Pragmatics of Ethical Consumption

We want to outline an alternative, thicker conceptualisation of the relationships between consumption, commodification, and the dynamics of ethical action that can account for the variety of ways of being ethical which, we have suggested above, are not allowed for by the predominant rationalism of existing approaches. We approach consumption neither as the individualised expression of consumer preference aggregated into a demand function, nor as a series of contingent acts of symbolic identification. Rather than assuming that ethical consumption is a self-reflexively conscious practice set off against non-ethical consumption, we start by assuming that everyday consumption practices are always already shaped by and help shape certain sorts of ethical dispositions. Thus, we propose that everyday consumption is ordinarily ethical, in two senses. Firstly, if ‘ethical’ is taken in a Foucauldian sense to refer to the activity of constructing a life by negotiating practical choices about personal conduct, then the very basics of routine consumption – a concern for value for money, quality, and so on - can be understood to presuppose a set of specific learned ethical competencies. Secondly, and following from this, consumption is ordinarily ethical in so far as it is a set of institutionally and technologically mediated activities that practically implicate selves and others in ethical relations prior to any conscious reflection (O’Neill, 2000). 

Given this starting point, our concern is with understanding the ways in which the ordinary, practical ethical dispositions of everyday consumption are re-articulated by policy-makers, campaigning organisations, and businesses - that is, with how the ethical dispositions already implicit in routine consumption become the object of explicit policies, campaigns, and practices of ‘ethical consumption’. Understanding ethical consumption in this sense implies that it refers to any practice of consumption in which explicitly registering commitment or obligation towards distant or absent others is an important dimension of the meaning of activity to the actors involved (cf. Howard and Willmott, 2001, 119-120). On this understanding, ethical consumption campaigns, policies, and marketing strategies can be conceptualised as transforming the patterns of self-cultivation practised through engagement with commodities. To develop this conceptualisation, we draw upon ideas and insights from governmentality studies (Bennett, 1998) and from actor-network theory (Barry, 2000). The convergence between these two fields provides a set of theoretical ideas that suggest an understanding of ethical consumption as a complex of practices of ‘acting-at-a-distance’ by acting on one’s own self. 

The ethics of consumption can be conceptualised in terms of action-at-a-distant in two related senses. Firstly, modern consumption is a set of practices premised on the exercise of choice by free subjects. It is, in a specific sense, therefore a liberal practice, where this refers to the idea that individual dispositions to choose are not the expressions of natural dispositions, but are worked up, governed, and regulated by an array of actors who make possible certain forms of individualised conduct. Secondly, consumption as a version of action-at-a-distance can be thought of in explicitly spatial terms. The sites of commodity consumption are multiple and dispersed (Jackson, 2000). They are not therefore subject to tight, detailed disciplinary forms of social regulation. The spatialities of consumption therefore imply that the power relations constitutive of consumption are fundamentally indeterminate, in so far as they are unforced (Barnett, 1999). As a result, attempting to influence the consumption habits of myriad consumers depends on a series of mediated practices for governing complex assemblages of individual conduct, collective action, technologies, spaces, and discourses. On this understanding, the power relations constitutive of consumption involve distinctively cultural forms of conduct, such as the cultivation of moral consciousness, self-control, and self-display (Barnett, 2001). Consumption can therefore be understood as one of the key sites of ethical self-formation in the contemporary period of ‘advanced liberalism’ (Miller and Rose, 1997), in so far as it serves as a key scene for the generalisation of the notion that freedom and responsibility consists in exercising the capacity to choose, understood as a realisation of an innate, private right of individual autonomy. We want to emphasise the irreducible dimension of mediation involved in working up of ethical consumerism as a field of action. If one holds that any assertion of an obligation also requires a practical capacity to act on that obligation, that is to say, that ought implies can, then what is perhaps most interesting about ethical consumption is that it involves a set of procedures which simultaneously interpellate individuals as subjects of obligations in the very moment of also providing the practical means of realising this obligation – the structure of address implied by the distinctive ‘buy this’ of ethical consumption practices therefore both depends upon and elides the mediated working up of a range of moral responsibilities and registers of action. In this sense, then, we are concerned with how certain practices of ethical consumption can be understood not so much as the means of translating ethical values into practical conduct, but rather in the ways in which ethical consumption practices articulate specific ethical competencies.  

This understanding of ordinary consumption in terms of various forms of action-at-a-distance – that is, as governed as a liberal realm of freedom of choice - suggests that ethical consumption practices can be understood to involve the governing of selves and others along two related dimensions of action. Firstly, it involves governing consumption, where this refers to an array of strategies that aim to regulate the informational and spatial contexts of consumer ‘choice’. For example, these include market research and marketing (Maxwell, 1996), advertising (Leslie, 1999), regulating access to credit (Leyshon and Thrift 1999), architectural design and spatial planning (Marston and Modarres, 2002), and the growth of social and ethical auditing (Hughes, 2001). These sorts of practices can be thought of as so many devices for turning oughts into cans. At the same time, the emergence of certain practices, devices and technologies for acting ethically at a distance itself generates new responsibilities by enabling new forms of action. Secondly, ethical consumption involves governing the consuming self. This refers not to attempts by collective actors to govern the conduct of others, but to the various practices of the governing oneself in and through consumption, as a means of caring for others through the cultivation of the care of the self. In this sense, ethical consumption practices can be understood as a means of cultivating particular forms of social distinction by overtly displaying one’s ethical credentials (Gregson and Crewe, 1997; May, 1996). 

Herein lies the fundamental ambivalence of ethical consumption, which can be understood to be a means of establishing networks of solidarity at the global scale (Renard, 1999), while at the same time it potentially reinforces patterns of socio-cultural differentiation at more localised scales. Ethical consumption often works by presenting consumers with various forms of what are essentially positional goods. This implies that there may be a basic contradiction between the means and ends of ethical consumption, in so far as the practical devices through which a universalistic responsibility is made possible is also a means of socially and cultural differentiating certain classes of persons from others. There are two dimensions to this tension between different moral imperatives that inheres within the practices of ethical consumption, which map onto the above distinction between governing consumption and governing the consuming self. Firstly, governing the contexts of ethical consumption involves the manipulation of various practical devices that effectively facilitate the adoption of self-consciously ethical consumer behaviour (e.g. direct debits, brand awareness, mail ordering). Access to these sorts of mechanisms is, one can reasonably suppose, socio-economically uneven. Likewise, in so far as ethical consumption involves an explicit marking of commitments, then governing the consuming self depends on various sorts of performative practice associated with being an ethical consumer (e.g. shopping, giving, wearing, eating, drinking, displaying, protesting). The socio-cultural and economic resources necessary to engage in these sorts of practices are, one can also reasonably suppose, unevenly distributed across lines of class, gender, race and ethnicity. Thus, both the material and socio-cultural resources required for engaging in ethical consumption are differentially available. In so far as ethical consumption involves both governing consumption through various practical devices, and the performative cultivation of social distinction through the display of ethical credentials, then the acknowledgement of the uneven capacities for this sort of practice therefore opens a space for a critical analysis of the forms of ethical disposition that ethical consumption practices reproduce. In light of this analysis, in the next section we want to expand on this relationship between the roles of collective actors in shaping the repertoires of ethical conduct available to consumers, and the performance of ethical consumption as a practice for the reproduction of differential cultures of taste, distinction, and discernment, by way of a case study.  

4. Rearticulating Politics and Ethics through Consumption

In conclusion, we want to reiterate our argument that consumption can be understood as an entry point for rethinking the geographies of ethical responsibility. In particular, we want to suggest that the meanings of ‘ethical’ associated with ethical consumption are themselves open to critical analysis. This is not to dismiss ethical consumption, but to open up an analysis of the complexities of normative evaluation that any simple contrast between ethics and politics would erase. We also want to connect the question of ethics to the question of politics of consumption, but to do so in a non-reductive way. We do not mean to invoke the political as a means of trumping the ethical concerns we have discussed in this paper. Rather, we would suggest that ethical consumption can be understood as opening up new forms of action that combine ethical and political considerations in new combinations. The growth of ethical consumption campaigning is suggestive of new forms of practice through which unequal power relations are constituted, reproduced, and contested. There are two sets of issues that our analysis of the relationship between ethics and consumption raise for the understanding of the relationship between ethics and politics. Firstly, by asking the question of what sort of ethics is presumed by ethical consumption campaigns and policies, we have been concerned to explicitly raise the problem of what sorts of power are operative in this field. Ethical consumption works through a set of subtle interpellations that turn upon ambivalent forms of address such as seduction and shame. These are not the forms of address normally privileged in discussions of moral responsibility or political obligation, both of which tend to depend on understandings of autonomy and recognition. These modes of addressing consumers as subjects of ethical obligations, in turn, connected to the effective de-territorialization of citizenship obligations, inscribing people’s sense of responsibility into networks of relations that are not contained within the bounds of national territories. And this de-territorialization is related to another feature of ethical consumption understood as a form of political action, which is its flexibility with respect to acting in relation both to state institutions and to corporations.      

Secondly, ethical consumption is important for political reasons in the sense that it deploys a set of strategies and repertoires that not only draw from political action, but also innovate new strategies and repertoires that find their ways into more explicitly political forms of organisation, campaigning and mobilisation. Branding, boycotting, auditing, lobbying, and protesting are all modes of organisation that increasingly scramble any clear division between forms of practice defined as ethical – those that seem to refer to a personalised sense of the good – and those defined as political – those that seem to refer to a collective determination of the right or the just. Ethical consumption involves a set of practices that are at once highly individualised, yet which by virtue of their dependence on organisational mediation and mobilisation, also represent distinctive forms of collective action. 

The informational model of ethical consumption has the effect of flattening power relations by presenting responsibility as individualized and falling equally on all actors. In contrast, consumer-based activism presents an alternative model of responsibility, one that connects individual/household consumption to broader campaigns. In this way, the narrow sense of ethical responsibility is transformed into a practice of political responsibility in two senses: firstly, in practical terms, through connecting up routine everyday activities (like shopping) to more formal practices of campaigning; and secondly, in discursive terms, by presenting individualised actions as part of a collective project that demands responses and imposes obligations on corporations, governments, and regulatory agencies (see Young, 2003).   

Thirdly, it should not be forgotten that there is a politics internal to the growth of ethical consumption itself – as Howard and Willmott (2001, 119) suggest, “[t]he very concept of ethical consumption assumes an extremely advanced consumer society comprising confident, knowledgeable and affluent consumers […]. Despite growing affluence, for a significant proportion of the population [ethical] concerns are secondary to price and affordability. For them the ethical issue may be feeding their family on a limited budget. In this context, ethical consumption can be seen as yet another means by which the privileged can differentiate themselves from the mass”. This observation is certainly valid, although it should not lead to a premature dismissal of this whole topic as just a form of First World, middle-class distinction. Rather, we would suggest that it calls for sustained analysis of the differential practices and performances of ethical consumption. On the basis of the analysis developed here, we would argue that if, as we have suggested, the organised facilitation of new modes of consumption through various devices and repertoires can be understood as providing opportunities for self-consciously ethical consumption, then it might also be argued that these same practices also open up different opportunities for the differential consumption of ethics itself. The growth of ethical consumption, in short, is important not just for understanding changing patterns of consumption, but more broadly for throwing into relief the contemporary transformation of the meaning and possibilities of ethics as such. 

Our final suggestion is, then, that what is perhaps most notable about ethical consumption for thinking about politics is, then, the close attention that organised actors in this field are obliged to pay to what works. That is, this is a field which requires careful experimentation to glean and respect the motivations, incentives, and desires that can be successfully mobilised in developing large-scale forms of collective action that are able to induce meaningful change in the patterns of conduct of powerful economic and bureaucratic systems.   
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