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Abstract
This thesis explores the Voluntary Simplicity Movement (VSM) as a form of lifestyle
activism unique to the period of reflexive/late modernity. The project creates a
conceptual framework that links new social movement theory, anti-consumerism, and the
‘project-of-the-self’ (Giddens, 1991) to investigate how simplifiers fashion a sense of
identity and construct new meanings and relationships to consumption. It draws on a
dialogic/performance model of narrative analysis to examine field texts emerging from
participant-observation at Transition Ottawa meetings, which is a local example of the
VSM. Its primary finding is that the VS discourse, termed here ‘simplicity-speak’, takes
the shape of a therapeutic narrative and is a key category through which the VS identity is
projected. It is suggested that the prevalence of self-help rhetoric reflects new and

emerging political forms in late modernity.
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Introduction

The “self-improvement’ market is estimated to be worth 5.7 billion dollars, and at
32%, the largest category within that market is defined as ‘motivational, spiritual, and
self-help products and programs’ (Woodstock, 2007, p.169). Approximately, one third to
one half of Americans have purchased a self-help book in their lifetime (McGee, 2005).
Self-help, in all its multiple forms—books, seminars, video, audio—is a powerful
multimedia industry with considerable economic influence. Another marker of the
genre’s cultural influence, alongside these commercial indices, is the therapeutic
language of self-help has permeated contemporary rhetoric (Illouz, 2008; Woodstock,
2007; McGee, 2005; Hazleden, 2003). For example, the advertising industry draws on
‘positive thinking’ and ‘the purchasing motivation’ of good self-esteem (Woodstock,
2007, p.169). Popular rhetoric on television talk shows, the Internet and bestselling books
adopt a language of self-improvement in discussing issues of intimacy, personal growth
and also addiction (Lichterman, 1992). Also, support groups have served as one of the
main cultural vehicles for the ‘translation of the textual and institutional structures of
therapy’ (Illouz, 2008, p.186). Support groups are very diverse in orientation—from
assertiveness training groups to Alcoholics Anonymous to survivors of sexual abuse, rape
and trauma is to only name a few. The fact there can be such a wide variety of themes
around which support groups organize is suggestive of both their ubiquity and cultural
significance. Ultimately, therapy under many forms has been diffused worldwide. As
Woodstock (2007) suggests, in ‘offering a prevalent social norm to endorse
contemplative, therapeutic care of the self,” the self-help ethos comes to suggest ‘a social

belief and behavior’ as well as an ‘individual one’ (p.185).



However, despite its prevalence, self-help is frequently slighted as
‘inconsequential fluff’, ‘joke material’ or ‘cliché’ (Woodstock, 2007). A common and
more substantive criticism stems from the ‘individualist ethos’ promoted within the self-
help and therapeutic discourse (Lasch, 1979; Bellah et al., 1985; Reiff. 1987; Lears,
1981). Critics are wary that self-help literature focuses on individual concerns in ways
that are incompatible with collective political forms. It is argued the move towards an
increasingly isolated individualism constricts ‘moral and political reasoning with the
narrow horizons of self-gratification and self-protection’ (Lichterman, 1992, p.422.) As
public life becomes increasingly subject to the values of private life, ‘we are weakened in
our ability to cope with public and political life’ (Hazleden, 2003, p.414). As argued by
Illouz (2008):

The very seductiveness of consumption and therapeutic self-absorption marks the

decline of any serious opposition to society and the general cultural exhaustion of

Western civilization. No longer capable of creating heroes, binding values and

cultural ideals, the self has withdrawn inside its own empty shell. In calling on us

to withdraw into ourselves, the therapeutic persuasion has made us abandon the

great realms of citizenship and politics and cannot provide us with an intelligible
way of linking private self to the public sphere because it has emptied the self of
its communal and political content, replacing this content with a narcissistic self-

concern (p.2).

Our age is characterized as being preoccupied with the examination and
reformation of the self in which ‘we are not what we are but what we make ourselves’
(Hazleden, 2003, p.413). In late modernity, individuals must integrate information from
diverse experiences (lived and mediated), in such a way that self-identity has to be
shaped, altered and reflexively sustained in relation to rapidly changing circumstances of

social life, on a local and global scale (Giddens, 1991; Beck, 1986/1992). Thus some

theorists argue the recent preoccupation with the self serves as ‘a tool of social control’



(as cited in McGee, 2005, p.22), that the ‘depoliticizing effects of therapy and self-help
are used as a political strategy by contemporary capitalism to serve the purpose of
powerful economic interests’ (Hazleden, 2003, p.414). In this view, therapeutic rhetoric
is a principle means by which capitalism’s objectives are accomplished (Woodstock,
2007). It is argued the commercialization of therapy ‘alleviates social fears and anxieties’
resulting from modernization by training one’s attention internally and thus away from
social upheaval (Woodstock, 2007, p.167). However, this claim fails to distinguish
between new impulses towards personal growth, on the one hand, and pressures towards
personal advantage and material accumulation on the other (Roszak, 1979, xxviii). Critics
mistake the new ethos of self-discovery for a ‘culture of narcissism’ (Lasch, 1979),
holding it responsible for a perceived impoverishment of public life (Bellah et al., 1985;
Putnam, 2000).

Contrary to the view that the therapeutic ethos privileges a narcissistic self, others
argue that it is in the wake of a ‘new insecurity’ that self-help philosophy becomes
appealing (Wallulis, 1998). McGee (2005) suggests ‘a sense of personal security is
anomalous, while anxiety is the norm’ (p.12). To manage this anxiety, individuals ‘invest
in themselves, manage themselves and continuously improve themselves’ (p.12).
Scholars (Beck 1986/1992; Giddens, 1991) speak of ‘permanently fragmentary and
unfinished life projects’ and argue that these processes reflect the accelerating dynamics
of modernization (as cited in Brockmeier, 2000, p.69). In other words, there is a
‘dialectical relationship’ between ‘social relations external to the self” and the “personal
decisions’ through which particular individuals respond to those relations (Abbinnett,

2003, p.31). In this way, it is through ‘the engagement of the self with the consequences



of modernization’ that it becomes possible for individuals to “mount a political challenge’
to late modernity (Abbinnett, 2003, p.31). ‘Seeking one’s own desire’, ‘inventing a life of
one’s own’, ‘creating a self” becomes a necessary factor in social and political change
(McGee, 2005, p.23). In this view, then ‘the pursuit of individual self-invention continues
to hold radical political possibilities, particularly when one’s own pursuit of self-
invention confounds existing social expectations McGee, 2005, p.23).

Some of the most vibrant trends taking issue with the global threats imposed by
processes of modernization—pollution, over-population, dehumanization and stress—are
reflected in the varied discourses of anti-consumerism. Following the perception of a
‘society at risk’ (Beck, 1986/1992), increasingly individuals are modifying their
consumer and lifestyle choices in order to seek a more meaningful existence (as cited in
Cherrier & Murray, 2002, p. 245). One trend in particular adheres to the view that self-
fulfillment ‘serves as a catalyst for social change’ (McGee, 2005, p.23). The Voluntary
Simplicity Movement (VSM), which is the focus of this thesis, calls into question the
‘good life’ in advanced capitalist society and advocates a ‘less materialistic lifestyle as a
more personally fulfilling, spiritually enlightening, socially beneficial, and
environmentally sustainable lifestyle’ (Andrews, 1997; Elgin, 1981; Etzioni, 1998).
However, despite an underlying premise which posits that individual transformation can
spur social and political change, the VSM has been faulted for over-determining personal
lifestyle choices and thus failing to engage in a reformative critique that might generate
broader political and social change (Witkowski, 2010).

Many studies of social movements are preoccupied with the most “visible and

dramatic manifestations’ of contemporary political protest (Horton, 2003, p.63).



However, ‘the sphere of everyday’ is an important and frequently overlooked part of
contemporary activism (Horton, 2003, p.63). As Horton (2003) suggests, there is a ‘less
visible world’ of continuous action that exists beyond these public performances (p.63).
All social movements are sustained in ‘submerged networks’ (Melucci, 1989), and it is
within these submerged networks, particularly, that adherents of the VSM—known as
simplifiers—organize and attend meetings, study a whole range of simple living texts and
grapple with the development of simple living practices (Horton, 2003). Thus, in resisting
the ideology of consumerism, simplifiers tend not to engage in collective action in a
traditional sense, but focus instead on managing individual consumer practices (Schor,
1998). It is within this context, the central question of this project emerges: ‘if
conspicuous consumption is an individual, private and self-interested action, can it also
be a source for collective, public or socially oriented action?’ In view of this question the
project explores ‘how’ simplifiers fashion a sense of identity. In spite of many advances
made in understanding the ethical and political content of anti-consumerist movements,
very little is known about the ‘life projects’ of practitioners themselves (Giddens, 1991;
Beck, 1986/1992; Bennett, 2003). The thesis focuses on how simplifiers construct,
internalize and realize new meanings of consumption in order to better understand the
political subjectivities underlying alternative consumer practices.

The central argument of the thesis is that voluntary simplicity is a specific mode
of lifestyle activism that is unique to the period of reflexive/late modernity. Voluntary
simplicity tends to be conceptualized in terms of its ‘practices’ (vegetarianism, recycling,
buying local, etc.) (Shaw & Newholm, 2002), while questions about the political

subjectivities informing this lifestyle choice have been overlooked. In the first chapter, I



situate voluntary simplicity within a discourse of anti-consumerism, in order to highlight
its political undertones. I review the literature on voluntary simplicity, anti-consumerism,
new social movements and identity formation. Bringing these bodies of literature together
provides insight on how simplifiers construct social reality and fashion a sense of
identity. I create a conceptual framework from which to interrogate how the actions of an
average citizen can be seen to function as a mode of cultural critique and reform.
Ultimately, I position voluntary simplicity as an indirect form of anti-consumerism—i.e.
a form of lifestyle activism.

Chapter 2 sets the theoretical stage for conceptualizing lifestyle choices as forms
of political expression. The dynamic forces of modernity—time-space distanciation,
disembedding mechanisms and reflexivity—are shown to radically restructure the
conditions of social life, giving rise to a ‘risk society’ (Beck, 1986/1992). In late
modernity, ‘risks’ are consequences relating to the threatening forces of modernization:
they are often ecological and high-tech risks, typically escaping human perception (e.g.
toxins in food, nuclear threats, etc.), and they are no longer tied to their place of origin
(i.e. they outlast generations) (Beck, 1986/1992). In addition to producing global risks,
processes of modernization are undermining traditional, cultural and communal ties and
as a result, there are no longer authoritative guidelines to leading one’s life (Giddens,
1991). Under the conditions of risk society, I argue that ‘living and acting in uncertainty’
becomes a basic kind of experience, not only demanding that individuals think, act and
live (Beck, 1994, p.12), but that in doing so they also sustain and constantly revise their
narrative of self-identity (Atkinson, 2007). In this case, identity formation becomes a

process that ‘interconnects perception of a society at risk, self-conception and individual



autonomy’ (Cherrier & Murray, 2002, p.246). It is within a theory of reflexive
modernization and, subsequently, a theory of risk society, that I show how the choice to
‘live simply”’ can be seen as a form of active reflection rooted in a critique of political and
economic power.

Chapter 3 discusses narrative inquiry as it relates to my methodological approach.
I follow a “dialogic/performance’ model of narrative analysis as a way of telling the story
of voluntary simplicity from the perspectives of simplifiers themselves (Reissman, 2008).
My selection of the narrative approach links my analysis to the larger reflexive
methodology framing this study; that is, my observations and interpretations of field
materials are a reflexive exercise through which meanings are made rather than found
(Mauthner & Doucet, 1998). Thus I make explicit my methodological and interpretive
decisions, with the aim of lending my research greater validity (Luttrell, 2010a). I also
offer in this chapter a description of Transition Town Ottawa' (TTO), which is the setting
of my fieldwork, framing it as an ‘instance’ of voluntary simplicity (Snow & Trom,
2002). TTO is a local site where I can engage in participant-observation, which is my
primary method of analysis. Ultimately, this chapter suggests I will attend to narrative as
part of the ‘sense-making process’ while also focusing on social and cultural processes
(Phoenix, 2008). I argue narrative techniques are suited to understanding ‘lifestyle-
oriented politics’ (Bennett, 1998), as they give attention to both individual and social

Processes.

! The Transition Movement first emerged in the UK as an effort to challenge climate
change and peak oil and is now spread worldwide (Hopkins & Lipman, 2008). It
promotes new modalities of living which draw on local community support to build
resilience through a process of relocalization (Hopkins & Lipman, 2008). ‘Transition
towns’ focus on key issues of sustainability and it does so through a strategy of simple
living (See Appendix A).



Chapter 4 presents narratives I encountered while in the field according to a
dialogic/performance model of narrative analysis. I interrogate my observations and field
texts, in terms of their themes, narrative structures and uses of language. My thematic
analysis reveals that members of the transition community organize around shared
feelings of being overwhelmed, anxious and fearful about the transition to sustainable
living. While anxiety and uncertainty are often seen as sources of vulnerability, these are
what bind simplifiers together, providing the cultural symbols and narrative cues they
need to fashion a shared identity. The analysis points to the role of the transition network
as a support vehicle for its members. The structural analysis shows how accounts of
transition ‘hang together’ narratively (Reissman, 2008), exposing how members ‘tell
stories’ about simple living in remarkably similar ways. Finally, by paying close attention
to linguistic and rhetorical devices used in the transition discourse, it is shown how
members of the transition community use language to promote the simplicity ideology.
Ultimately, thematic, structural and linguistic analyses provide the basis for
conceptualizing ‘accounts of simple living’ as their own narrative genre—what I term,
‘simplicity-speak’. Conceptualized in this way—as a unique genre of discourse—
simplicity-speak is a ‘mode of action’ comprising ‘routine and repeated ways of acting
and expressing particular orders of knowledge and experience (De Fina &
Georgakopoulou, 2008, p.383).

The final section of chapter 4 presents a discussion of my analysis in relation to
my research questions. I argue voluntary simplicity ‘is’ a form of daily political practice,
but not as it is conceptualized by the advocates of “political consumerism’ (Bennett,

1998; Micheletti et al., 2004; Scammell, 2003). Instead, I offer my own three-pronged



interpretation. First, the transition group identity is made and maintained through specific
storytelling practices. Second, transition members are co-constructing new meanings and
relationships to consumption. In other words, they are ‘creating’ culture. Third, I suggest
they do this through a therapeutic language emphasizing the role of emotion in political
action. Thus, I argue the transition network, as an example of voluntary simplicity, can be
seen as a self-help movement. Based on these findings, in the concluding chapter, I
reflect on how theories of risk society (Beck, 1986/1992) characterize politics in late
modernity. I suggest that voluntary simplicity should be seen as a new and emerging
political form and that we need to reconsider our conceptions of ‘the activist’.

The ‘collapse of traditional social roles’, the ‘demise of established patterns of
life’, the ‘multiplication of values’ and the ‘intensification of social anxiety and fear’
marks late modernity as a period of transformation (Illouz, 2008, p.57). Under these
conditions, it is not the ‘project-of-the-self” (Giddens, 1991) but the prevalence of a “self-
help ethos’ that is the most telling. In that one way ideas become dominant is when they
‘help us do things’ (Illouz, 2008, p.20). In other words, a discourse will keep
“functioning and circulating if it accomplishes certain things that ‘work’ in people’s
everyday lives” (Illouz, 2008, p. 21, emphasis in original). In this way, simplicity-
speak—the discourse of voluntary simplicity—not only addresses the social experience
of simplifiers but also offers them a ‘symbolic and practical way of action’ (Illouz, 2008,

p.20).
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Chapter 1: A Review of the Literature

Voluntary Simplicity: Lifestyle Activism in Late Modernity is a study about anti-
consumerist activism and its relationship to cultural change. It begins with a review of the
literature on voluntary simplicity, anti-consumerism, new social movements and identity
formation. In particular, it examines how these bodies of literature frame questions of
individualism and then conceptualizes the relationship between voluntary simplicity (as a
mode of anti-consumerist activism) and cultural change. The chapter argues that even
after bringing these bodies of scholarship together, the subjective experience of lifestyle

activism remains an incomplete conceptual project.

The Voluntary Simplicity Movement

The Voluntary Simplicity Movement (VSM) has become an increasingly popular
discourse in sustainable living. Numerous books, magazines, ‘how-to’ guides and
networks of local conscious-raising groups, called ‘simplicity circles,” diffuse strategies
for a more ‘simplified lifestyle’ (Andrews, 1997). Simplifiers advocate for less
materialistic lifestyles, which are more “fulfilling, spiritually enlightening, socially
beneficial, and environmentally sustainable” (Johnson, 2004, p.527). For many of its
proponents, voluntary simplicity has as much to do with the ‘time pressures’ and ‘pace of
life’ dictated by a highly competitive and marketized economy as it has with
‘overconsumption of material things’ (Witkowski, 2010, p.249). The communitarian
philosopher Amitai Etzioni (1998) defines VS as the ‘choice out of free will to limit

expenditures on consumer goods and services’(p.620).
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Scholarly work on the movement began in the 1980°s with Duane Elgin’s
Voluntary Simplicity: Toward a Way of Life that is Outwardly Simple and Inwardly Rich
(1981). Elgin (1981) drew on various world religions to provide the philosophical
underpinnings of leading a simple life. The philosophy was often explicitly anti-
consumerist in its views (Etzioni, 1998). Five major themes about the practices of simple
living have emerged through the literature. Voluntary simplifiers identify themselves as
being concerned with at least one the following issues: practicing minimal consumption
(living with less); being focused on people over products; being community oriented;
being concerned with one’s own well being; and being focused on spiritual and/or
environmental issues (Craig-Lees, 2002). Fundamentally, voluntary simplicity refers to
the cultivation of non-materialistic sources of satisfaction and meaning (Etzioni, 2004).

Voluntary simplicity is observable, however, at different levels of intensity. The
level of engagement in simplified living varies, and can be distinguished in terms of
‘downshifters’, ‘strong simplifiers’ or those who are ‘members of the voluntary
simplicity movement’ (Etzioni, 2004, p.409). ‘Downshifters’ live in urban centers and
only give up ‘some’ consumer goods (Etzioni, 2004). The difference should be noted
between those who voluntarily consume less and those who exchange one set of goods
for another. Some invest in a ‘quieter brand of luxury’, where less is considered more;
however, while some products appear ‘simple’ in style they are in fact, more costly
(Etzioni, 1998, p.622). ‘Strong simplifiers’ give up higher paying and more stressful jobs
as a means to a simplified lifestyle (Etzioni, 2004). Strong simplifiers make a more
significant commitment to the VS lifestyle in comparison to downshifters. Finally,

members of the voluntary simplicity movement tend to live outside of an urban setting,
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residing in cottages or in agricultural settings, removed from the fast paced setting of
advanced capitalist society. They are self-sustainable and focus on creating and reusing
the products they require for basic human needs, such as raising livestock or opting into
green energy sources available from their own utilities (Schor, 2010). Most importantly,
those who have holistically adopted the lifestyle, live explicitly according to a VS
philosophy (Etzioni, 2004). Common to all levels of VS adherence is that individuals
‘choose’ to live with less, rather than living with less because of economic hardship.
Simplifiers tend to be wealthy, educated and have already met basic needs for food,
shelter and security (Zavestoski, 2002).

Voluntary simplicity is of interest to both social scientists and market researchers.
Social scientists who believe in the potential of a VS ideology to promote social equality
and sustainability argue that a shift in focus from ‘me’ to ‘we’ could contribute to a more
meaningful existence by reinvesting in communal wealth and security (Schor, 2010).
Consumer behavior theorists, on the other hand, target simplifiers as a potential market
from which to make a profit (Shaw & Newholm, 2002). Those in marketing and
advertising investigate this group with the aim of defining specific ‘simplifier
characteristics’ that will help constitute them as a new niche market (Shaw & Newholm,
2002, p.170). Ultimately, researchers want to understand what moves someone to make
this decision, as simplified living is a conscious choice.

Research efforts have been focused on documenting what precisely simplifiers are
doing. Research subjects are often asked how frequently they engage in a variety of
activities, from composting to vegetarianism, making gifts, recycling, buying local, to

direct forms of political activism, as a way of defining the commitment levels of those
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engaging in VS (Huneke, 2005). Existing research relies significantly on the ‘practices’
of simplifiers as a representation of commitment levels and motivations. Less common
though, is scholarly analysis on the subjective experiences of individuals who are
adopting this lifestyle. Focusing on the ‘practices’ of simplifiers alone overlooks how
these practices produce experience and meaning on the parts of participants. VS
adherents are often referred to as ‘ethical consumers’ because their lifestyle choices are
shaped by moral concerns about the environment and human rights (Shaw & Newholm,
2002). Participants are engaged in a struggle to define themselves as worthwhile and
good people (Grigsby, 2004). In other words they are engaged in moral identity work
(Sandlin &Walther, 2009). Yet very little is known about how simplifiers construct,
internalize, and realize new meanings of consumption (Cherrier, 2003). By situating the

VSM within a discourse of anti-consumerism, the aim is to begin to address these issues.

Mapping Anti-Consumerism

The following is a modest attempt to review the literature that addresses the
various forms anti-consumerism can take. In line with existing scholarship, the review
will take its form by creating an anti-consumerist continuum (Schor, 2000; Binkley &
Littler, 2008; Ross, 2008). It will illustrate anti-consumerism by positioning its various
articulations on a spectrum that ranges from consumer activists who boycott products, to
reflexive consumers who choose to buy only organic products. At the outset, an attempt
will be made to synthesize a definition of anti-consumerism, as it is highly contested

within the literature.
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In basic terms, the definition of anti-consumerism is the opposition to consumer
capitalism®. Tt refers to grievances against, and attempts to change consumer culture’.
Anti-consumerism is an ethical standpoint expressed through ‘a broad set of existing
social movements and their discourses, which range from religious and traditional groups
to ecologists, labour and anti-globalization activists and cultural vanguards’ (Binkley &
Littler, 2008, p.524). Given the diversity amongst those who employ the anti-consumerist
rhetoric, in many cases the anti-consumerist ‘repertoires’ can be ‘disparate’ and often
‘incommensurable’; however, its ‘practices resonate with each other across their shared
regard for the consumer market as an obstruction to some other ethical, moral, political,
social or cultural objective’ (Binkley & Littler, 2008, p.524). A further distinction has
been made within the anti-consumerist discourse between anti-consumerism (consuming
differently) and anti-consumption (consuming less) (Binkley & Littler, 2008). Anti-
consumerist movements are ‘not opposed to consumption per se, but seek alternatives to
existing forms of consumer capitalism’ (p.525). While anti-consumption, ‘denotes a
position against consumption per se, regardless of the socio-cultural economic system in
which the product is used up’ (p.526). Anti-consumerism may challenge consumer
capitalism by way of boycotts or legal challenges posed by the “No Logo generation’;

while the latter category of anti-consumption may be expressed through movements or

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries are identified as being particularly
influential in promoting the growth of consumer culture, through the development of
transnational corporations and the subsequent growth of advertising agencies, marketing
organizations and communications media (Smart, 2010). Notably, the growth of these
institutions has come at the expense of an increasingly commercialized public space and
culture. A shift from an economy dominated by production to one strongly influenced by
consumption has led us to describe advanced capitalist societies as consumerist.

* Consumer culture can be defined as the ‘meanings, representations, and practices that
organize consumption as a way of life’ (Dunn, 2008, p.8).
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networks that include ‘projects of self-development amongst their practical goals’
(p-526). It is important to recognize that the ‘lines between these two spheres can become
indistinct’, as their goals and tactics tend to overlap (p.526). Thus aiming to distinguish
between rhetorics that are anti-consumption or anti-consumerism can be difficult if not
futile, particularly since perspectives can fluctuate not only within individual networks
but also amongst the subjects that constitute those networks. Dealing with the subject by
looking at activism and policy, and by also ‘situating the subject historically and
considering the subjectivities involved in its constitutions’ would be more fruitful
(p.527).

If anti-consumerist activism is considered a form of consumer-driven social action
(Littler, 2009), then it has a long history—*‘almost as old as capitalism itself” (Etzioni,
2003, p.7). Anti-consumerism can be traced back to the consumer co-operatives emerging
in the mid-nineteenth century, as a response from working class communities to the
‘excessive prices and poor quality of goods’ being produced at the time (Smart, 2010,
p-200). Still in existence today, consumer co-operatives focus on securing low prices and
good quality products for its members. Anti-consumerist activism also has historical roots
in the ‘movement for consumer rights’. Its tradition is expressed in the ‘value for money
ethos’, seeking to equip the consumer, who is ‘imagined as rational and sovereign’, with
fuller knowledge (Binkley & Littler, 2008, p.526). Its object has also been to disseminate
information with the aim of protecting and enlightening consumers through its
monitoring of the quality of prices and goods (Nava, 1990). Although the co-operative
and consumer rights movements restrict their objectives to ‘protecting’ the consumer

with little interest in wielding political power (Nava, 1990, p.168), these discourses tend
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to be ‘against consumerism as an ideology’ and can therefore be considered anti-
consumerist in nature (Binkley & Littler, 2008, p.526).

The literature tends to focus on these ‘histories’ of consumer activism, as outlined
above, while paying less attention to its more contemporary forms (Littler, 2009). In this
context, Richard Day (2005) outlines a wide range of activist practices that aim to either
intervene against the state and corporate power or create alternatives to the existing order.
Although the focus of this thesis is not anti-capitalist anarchism, as it is for Day (2005),
conceptualizing activism remains a central focus. Day’s (2005) work is useful in that he
creates an activist continuum, where he posits direct-action activities on one end of the
spectrum and more lifestyle-oriented activities on the other. He outlines five key
approaches to activism: ‘lifestyle anarchism’, ‘cultural subversion’, ‘impeding the flows
of state and corporate power’, ‘direct-action’ and ‘creating alternatives’ (Day, 2005, p.19-
45). Day organizes these practices in terms of their increasing efficacy and radicalism.
Briefly, ‘lifestyle anarchism’ is defined as a ‘middle-class, escapist, feel-good subculture’
(p.21). It denotes living an alternative lifestyle within a positive and supportive
community. Community gardens, bike workshops and free art classes are characteristic of
the activities adopted within these alternative lifestyles. ‘Cultural subversion’ draws on a
technique called ‘detournement’ (p.21). Detournement* ‘involves taking images and text
from mainstream media and subverting them for other ends’ (p.22). In the next category,
Day illustrates how Reclaim the Streets (RTS) has ‘impeded the flow of state and

corporate power’ by barricading major motorways and downtown streets. In this case, ‘it

* In Debord’s terms, ‘detournement’ is the process of ‘bringing together two independent
expressions in which the final product supercedes the original elements and produces a
synthetic organization of greater efficacy’ (as cited in Rasmussen, 2006, p. 2).
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becomes more difficult for the dominant system to operate as normal’ (p.25). For Day,
‘direct action’ takes its form within ‘militant, anti-capitalist organizations’ and ‘[uses]
direct action methods to confront [case-by-case] injustices’ (p.32). Finally, the most
radical form of activism aims to ‘create alternatives’ to the existing neo-liberal order. It is
often through ‘affinity groups’ that this task is accomplished (p.35). These groups are
‘consensus-driven and oriented to achieving maximum effectiveness with a minimum of
bureaucracy, infighting and exposure to infiltration’ (p.35). In other words, this form of
activism is most appropriate for illegal or otherwise ‘can’t be public actions’ (p.35).
These tactics have been adopted for example, as an ‘organizing tool at major anti-
globalization convergences’ (p.35).

Day's last three categories of activism tend to emerge as a result of work
completed by groups of activists, whereas the first two categories can be seen as resulting
from more individualistic approaches to activism. Impeding existing flows, direct action
and creating alternatives are explicitly collectively oriented in its activism. While in
obvious ways lifestyling can be seen as an individualistic approach to activism and
according to Day, so is cultural subversion as it does not require ‘select membership’ to
participate rather ‘billboard liberation is dispersed as a non-branded tactic open to all’
(p.22). Similarly, anti-consumerist activism can be characterized as either collectivistic or
individualistic in its approaches. In such a way then, outlining the range of activist forms
has provided a ‘blueprint’ for mapping out anti-consumerism, while also locating anti-
consumerism within a broader category of activism. In support of this view, Binkley
(2008) suggests a project that aims to account for the full range of consumer activism

would start by positing an ‘ideal-type distinction between anti-consumerist outlooks
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defined by collectivistic and individualistic rationalities’ (p.600). Organized consumers,
for whom ‘consumption is the object of a social movement’, is the expression of a
collectivist orientation within anti-consumerism (p.600). While more individualistic
approaches are represented by ‘everyday rationalities and consumption habits [of]
educated and reflexive consumers’ (p.600).
Collectivist Approaches

In No Logo: Taking Aim at the Brand Bullies (2000), Naomi Klein argues it will
be anti-corporate activism that will provide the alternative to corporate rule. Klein (2000)
argues that although ‘the latter half of the 1990s [has] seen a growth in the brand’s
ubiquity, a parallel phenomenon has emerged on the margins: a network of
environmental, labour and human rights activists determined to expose the damage’
caused by multinational corporations (p.326). According to Klein (2000), this powerful
form of activism is a ‘movement-of-movements’ that includes members ranging from
young to old, student to professional, and she argues this movement reaches well beyond
trade unions. Movement-of-movements is a commonly used phrase referring to a number
of social movements, non-governmental organizations (NGO) and other networks
emerging in the 1990s, to protest the detrimental effects of neo-liberalism on people
around the world’ (Gautney, 2010, p.3). The term movement-of-movements is used to
capture the way it operates in a ‘decentralized and horizontal fashion’ and because this
global network consists of ecology movements, anarchists, trade unions, feminists,
human rights and other activists from a variety of backgrounds (Gautney, 2010, p.3). It
was after the 1999 Seattle anti-World Trade Organization (WTO) protests, known as the

Battle in Seattle that the movement-of-movements emerged (Littler, 2009). The






