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What are the sources of morality, creativity and organisational imagination which activists for 
sustainable consumption draw on to generate legitimacy and plausibility for their social and 
environmental agendas? Since, especially among younger people, there is hardly any link between 
formally organised political movements (Micheletti/Stolle 2005); and since religious justifications 
are fading away across Europe (Bruce 2002) and are hollowed out in the USA (Smith/Lundquist 
Denton 2005). We will have to look elsewhere for motivating values.  
In this research I propose to investigate whether there is a link (and if so, what kind of link) 
between values, fantasies and contemporary consumer culture on the one hand and consumer-
political activism on the other. This may seem paradoxical at first given that such activism can be 
seen as “anti-consumerist”, but it is justified by, among other things, the way that the theme of 
sustainability (and unsustainability) has seeped into mainstream consumer-cultural 
representations (Lewis 2011). The guiding hypothesis follows the often noted (but hardly 
researched) phenomenon that cultural consumption can enhance both the moral imagination and 
the ability to project alternative ways of doing things.  
The science-fiction and fantasy writer Ursula LeGuin has recently highlighted her genre’s ability 
to highlight the possibility to think beyond the status quo and not to accept the current 
economic system and its effects as a given (Arons 2004). She thus echoed an earlier claim by 
classic sci-fi author Arthur C. Clarke (2000: x) that ‘by mapping possible futures, as well as a 
good many improbable ones, the science fiction writer [...]encourages in his readers flexibility of 
mind, readiness to accept and even welcome change – in one word, adaptability. [...] We shall 
disappear if we cannot adapt to an environment that now contains spaceships, computers – and 
thermonuclear weapons.’ 
Taking up Campell’s (1987) notion that what distinguishes modern consumerism is the tendency 
towards, or rather skill for, daydreaming, I suggest that Arthur C. Clarke’s defence of science 
fiction applies to consumer culture in general. The ‘autonomous imaginative hedonist’ as 
Campbell calls her/him (also see Varul 2011) uses commodities as launch pads for emotional 
states linked to role taking within assimilated stories and thus is able to explore and experience 
mentally possible (even if not always probable) ways of being and acting.  
In the proposed study I will set out to determine whether there is a meaningful link between 
habits of cultural consumption and forms of activism for sustainable consumption, i.e. whether 
such activism draws on a moral imagination that emerges from within consumerist practices 
themselves. Is activism for sustainable consumption a realisation of the consumer-cultural 
imagination (Varul 2013) or is it merely symbolic posturing as suggested e.g. by Doll (2006)?   
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Objectives 
- To explore biographical pathways into activism for socially and/or environmentally sustainable 
consumption and their relation to personal self-images. 
- To map activists’ consumption of symbolic goods like novels, movies, popular music, video 
games.  
- To establish facilitating and conflicting links between activists’ cultural consumption on the one 
hand and their engagement in, and campaigning for, sustainable consumption on the other.  
- To determine policy implications following from eventual potentials but also pitfalls identified 
in the interplay between cultural consumption and political/ethical consumption.  
Background 
While historically the social question, and then ecological problems, had been defined as 
problems of capitalism and industrial production, nowadays it is often the consumer who is seen 
as the main culprit. Unsustainable production and terms of trade are ascribed to market demand 
for cheap and highly processed goods – a demand created by a global, mainly Northern, class of 
consumers estimated to make up about five per cent of the world population (Sachs/Santarius 
2005). This shift in the ascription of responsibility can be understood as a result of the 
transformation in global capitalism, commonly described as ‘neoliberalism’, in which the main 
source of legitimacy is the market process whose sovereign is, in the last instance, the consumer 
(Gabriel/Lang 1995). In this scenario regulation for sustainability frequently is seen as 
infringement on consumer choice, so that governments commonly try to keep such regulation at 
a minimum and prefer persuasion and incentives – with limited success. Generally the 
simultaneous ascription of sovereignty and causality to consumers creates a blockage to effective 
measures changing unsustainable patterns of consumption. 
This blockage creates a toehold for new social movements and non-governmental organisations 
which, in the absence of decisive government action, increasingly focus on campaigning for 
alternative modes of consumption to achieve social and ecological sustainability. Within the large 
body of research on the many forms of ethical and political consumerism and consumer activism 
(for a recent overview s. Reisch/Thøgersen 2015) there are broad debates about the social reach 
and the efficacy of such activities and activisms and about what motivates a proportion of 
Northern consumers to turn ‘ethical’. Explanations range from new forms of consumerist 
identity construction (e.g. Cherrier 2009)  and (fragile) social distinction (e.g. Adams Raisborough 
2011),  the marketing creation of new desires for idyllic and exotic images of nature and 
authenticity (e.g. Wright 2005) up to genuine moral motives out of care for (distant) others in 
reaction to campaigns highlighting injustice and unsustainability of current practices of 
production and trade (e.g. Hudson/Hudson 2003). 
What all of them have in common is the reference to moral values – be it ‘genuine’ or 
‘tokenistic’. But here we find that there is very little research that really probes the moralities thus 
referenced. Whatever the individual aim of ‘ethical selving’ through political consumption and 
activism, it needs to be framed by a cultural context that supports the moral claims it implies 
(Varul 2009b). In the initial stages of ethical consumer movements such claims were made 
against the background of Christian theology and/or socialist values (Newholm et al. 2014). As 
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mentioned above, after secularisation and individualisation such commitments no longer have 
much traction. Even in the information material available from organisations with pronouncedly 
Christian outlook theological arguments are strikingly absent and hidden away in obscure 
manifestoes (such as Sugden 1999). The same goes for campaigners from a Marxist tradition, to 
which the notion of market-centred activism is difficult to accommodate in any case: what 
started off as activism ‘in the market against the market’ (Brown 1993: 156) in effect soon turned 
out to be a de facto endorsement of the free market in principle (Nicholls/Opal 2004: 31). 
As to be expected in activism that centres on consumer choice as both part of the problem and 
of the solution, social and environmental values are also not superimposed by authority. Even 
where activists move beyond individualist consumer choice and to promote edited choice 
through public procurement they can only do so by garnering support from citizens (Malpass et 
al. 2007). Attempts to organise and steer sustainable consumption – be it by state authorities or 
by non-governmental organisations – operate in a mode of ‘governmentality’ (e.g. Rutherford 
2007). They provide knowledges, offer choices that come with different kinds of risks and 
connect to pre-existing moral orientations. For example, recipes for ecological reorientations of 
everyday life in TV lifestyle shows (Lewis 2008) can no longer bank on unquestioned educational 
authority of the medium but need to tune their pedagogies to audience demand, to viewers’ 
desires and self images. These moralities and desires need to be sought outside the ethical 
consumer discourse in the life worlds of the addressed consumers and the activists themselves. 
Barnett et al. (2005: 28) come closest to considering non-prescribed moral motivation, but failing 
to consider potential sources they fall back on postulating pre-existing ‘ethical dispositions’ 
whose realisation is facilitated and channelled by activists, campaign organisation and alternative 
businesses. How those values and norms referred to in such moral selving gained validity and 
why the self-images associated with ethical consumption came to be desirable remains a question 
unasked – they simply have become too intuitively ‘right’ to be anything but self-evident. So the 
question of ‘why’ green or socially concerned consumerism normally only aims at the form of 
consumer politics (as opposed to traditional forms of participation), not its aims (e.g. Strømsnes 
2004). A genealogy of moral selving is still missing. As the main framework for consumer 
activism is consumer culture itself (Varul 2009b), a search for the moral sources, the sources of 
legitimate selfhood, should start with a close examination of activists’ involvement in 
consumerism in general.  
Consumer culture is a site of meaning making, of ‘invisible religion’ (Luckmann 1967, Varul 
2015) and the fact that themes of sustainability have been reworked in consumerist formats 
(Lewis 2011) indicates a value transformation in progress. But this is relatively recent 
phenomenon and just indicates compatibility. The emergence of values and norms (and desires) in 
consumerist practice which find expression in preferences for sustainable consumption will be a 
more contradictory one. This can be anticipated by the way that the return of sustainability, 
social justice and environmental awareness into the mainstream can become a limit to those 
causes. Goodman (2010) notes how mediatised celebrity activism actually diminishes consumer 
activist involvement. Employing literature, film and video games to the effect of what Lévi-
Strauss (1955) defined as mythical, namely to deal with contradictions that cannot be resolved in 
reality on a symbolical level (Holland 1975). As I suggested elsewhere (Varul 2011b) Middle-class 
anxieties may thus be assuaged through what McCracken (1988: 110) has called ‘displaced 
meanings’, so that ethical consumption may remain an inconsequential redemptive exercise 
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(Fontenelle 2013) with no real transformative potential whatsoever (Carrington et al. 2016). Such 
displacement may even turn out to be detrimental as it also tends to perpetuate domination of 
people and nature on a symbolic level (Wright 2004, Varul 2008). 
But at the same time such myths and consumer daydreams also provide the discursive material 
from which individual and collective agendas of sustainability can be constructed. It has been 
observed that the identity construction of ethical consumers follows certain story-lines (Cherrier 
2009) that could be interpreted as activist ‘myths’ (Robert-Demontrond [2011] links them to 
classical myths which are slated into contemporary popular culture). An understanding of the 
reach and the limits of ethical consumer activism can be enhanced if we can relate it empirically 
to the cultural consumption of the activists in question (Varul 2016, Varul 2011b). The same 
goes for the metaphors which provide legitimacy and plausibility to environmental and social 
causes (Nerlich/Koteyko 2009) – such as the notion of ‘spaceship Earth’ salient among Green 
consumers in England (Gilg et al. 2005), which only works in a cultural context saturated with 
the quasi-religious meaning-making that is science fiction (Mörth 1987).  
While some see the anchoring of discourses of ethical, political and sustainable consumption in 
consumerism as an inescapable shackle in an ideological superstructure (e.g. the Althusserian 
approach of Cunningham et al. 2016), I would argue that even in a Marxist perspective there is a 
transformative potential in such superstructures as instances of both distortion and reflexivity 
(Varul 2014). And indeed, cultural consumption in activists always mattered – Marx’s own 
preference of Shakespeare over Schiller (Lichtheim 1969) tells us something about how he 
approached political change, and the same is true for Gramsci’s  (1966: 114) preference for 
Father Brown over Sherlock Holmes.  
Intrigued by the role that a single work of literary fiction played in the emergence of fairtrade 
movements (namely Max Havelaar by Eduard D. Dekker alias Multatuli 1875) I have undertaken 
some preliminary probings with ethical consumption activists. These suggest that there are 
indeed elective affinities with not immediately activism-related media products (e.g. Frank 
Herbert’s Dune novels got mentioned quite frequently, Avatar was subject to ambivalent feelings. 
Both contain ‘white saviours’ as problematic identification figures, while the former offers more 
complex story lines than the latter.). But interestingly, there also seems to be involvement with 
certain gaming practices, and especially the more politically active respondents tended to own 
video game consoles – sometimes quite unexpectedly confessing to playing standard shooters 
like Fallout 3, although seeking to create ironic distance. While this may reflect on their 
contradictory attraction to apocalyptic scenarios, or the need to manage aggression through an 
outlet, the activism-relevant pedagogical function of game-playing should not be dismissed. In 
his autobiography iconic 1960s theorist/activist Guy Debord (1993: 69f.) reflects on the Jeu de 
guerre, which he and Alice Becker-Ho themselves designed, as providing ways of accommodating 

« … les forces qui s’affrontent, et les nécessités contradictoires qui s’imposent aux opérations de chacun des deux partis. J’ai joué à ce jeu et, dans la conduite souvent difficile de ma vie, j’en ai utilisé quelques enseignements – pour cette vie, j’avais aussi fixé moi-même une règle du jeu : et je l’ai suivie. »  
Activism requires reflexivity and role-taking abilities. It requires moral and organisational 
imagination. Even in its non-activist mode, at least when guided by a ‘taste for ethics’ rather than 
a routinised ‘ethical taste’ (Varul 2009a), ethical consumption comes with a requirement for 
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heightened reflexivity as micro-tactics and strategies of purchasing need to be developed and 
constantly revised in order to find compromises between the constraints of everyday routines 
and the ideals pursued in ethical consumption (e.g. Lorenz 2006). Just as today’s ‘delimited’ 
employee/consumer (Voß/Rieder 2006) needs to be able to activate creative/imaginative skills 
cultivated in symbolic consumption, so the activist/consumer whose credibility partly relies on 
the conduct of her/his own private habits of consumption must be able to draw on consumer 
skills. As Pötter (2005) highlights the work of a campaigner for sustainable consumption is not 
so different from that of a designer of marketing campaigns for unsustainable products. And as 
Sznaider (2001) pointed out with reference to Adam Smith as both economist and moral 
philosopher, the perspective-taking required in commerce is double-edged in that it always also 
carries the potential of moral and compassionate imagination. But ‘commerce’ is an abstract 
notion, and it is clear that the humanising effect of la douce commerce is far from general. Even if 
we look at more concrete instances where forms of consumer culture correlate with changes in 
social and political attitudes we remain in the realm of conjectures. One good example Nava’s 
(2007) claim that exposure to the visual, olfactory and haptic aesthetic of global produce furthers 
a ‘visceral cosmopolitanism’ and wears off ethnocentric prejudice which then wears off 
prejudice. Equally plausible is DiMaggio’s (1996) conjecture that the correlation between the 
attendance to non-hierarchical and diverse art museums and socially liberal and politically 
progressive attitudes is not just due to expression of attitudes through cultural consumption, but 
that in turn this cultural consumption also fosters the ability to engage socially with diverse 
others. But, as DiMaggio emphasises, the co-occurrence of certain patterns of cultural 
consumption and certain social and political attitudes (and the readiness to act on them) can only 
be understood adequately when the nexus between the two in the lives of, in our case, activists is 
ascertained. Therefore I propose an in-depth qualitative approach in which individual cases of 
consumer-activists in the field of sustainability are examined both in relation to their activism 
(rooted in its biographical genesis) and their cultural consumption, both separately and then in 
relation to each other. 
Methods 
The study will look at activists in the field of sustainable consumption, i.e. campaigners and 
organisers (both full-time professionals and part-time volunteers) in various fields (organic food, 
climate change, global justice, animal welfare etc.). As the study uses qualitative in-depth 
methods of research and analysis and therefore generate considerable amounts of empirical 
material per research subject, the total number will be limited (N ≈ 30). Recruitment will be done 
by establishing contact to organisations in the field. 
Field work will take place in three steps: narrative interviews, reflective consumption logs, and 
active interviews. 
In a first step the research subjects’ biographical pathways into activism will be traced through 
narrative interviews. These will provide information about the activists’ background stories, there 
general biographical trajectories within tensions between work, social engagement and leisuer. 
The interview will, at this stage, not yet actively guide research subjects towards talking about 
their cultural consumption so that any connections coming up here will do so ‘naturally’.  
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In a second step research subjects will be asked to keep a reflective log on their cultural 
consumption over two weeks. In that log they should note which TV programmes, movies, 
online material etc. they have watched and, if applicable, which stories they have read. They will 
be requested to record their evaluation of the material consumed in terms of emotional 
experience  and in terms of critical reflection. Logs will also be the source of material for text, 
sound, image and artefact analyses, and research subjects will be asked to supply snap shots and 
snippets of significant passages, sequences or scenes. While not foregrounding the spatial 
dimension the result will be a type of map of activists’ cultural consumption which, in 
combination with the narrative and the active interviews will form part of a version of Latham’s 
(2004) diary-photo diary-interview method.  
Finally, the analysed logs will provide the basis for active interviews (Holstein/Gubrium 1997). 
The aim of active interviews is to create a discursive situation in which interviewees feel the need 
to justify the actions, choices, attitudes etc. they report. These interviews will not be used 
primarily as sources of information about the interviewee’s actions, experiences, views and 
attitudes, but will be analysed as manifestations of structures of legitimacy surfacing in the 
justification of practices.  Responding to potential contradictions interviewees will be drawn into 
reflections on how to reconcile, to explain, and to balance seeming or actual inconsistencies 
between their activism and their media consumption preferences.  
For analysis and interpretation material will be organised using NVivo. This will result in the 
identification of key sequences, linked narratives, significant media material etc. which merit 
more intensive interpretation. Care will be taken to make sure that both a horizontal perspective 
(i.e. reading material of the same category in parallel) and a vertical perspective (i.e. maintaining 
the integrity of cases) is maintained when looking at individual items. 
Identified passages of all three categories of material will be interpreted according to the 
approach of Oevermann’s structural hermeneutics (Auffenanger/Lennsen 1986), which can 
extended to images (or sequences of images) (Müller-Doohm 1997) and, by implication, other 
artefacts. 
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