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Citizen-Consumers: 
Hyphenation, Identification, 

Depoliticization? 
JOHN CLARKE 

Euro-Atlantic societies have been increasingly imagined as con-
sumer societies, or as consumer cultures. Indeed, the mode of 
globalization dominated by those societies promised not just the 
spread of markets on a global scale, but also the opening up of 
the possibilities of consumption to societies denied its pleasures 
(particularly to those societies of the former Soviet bloc). In this 
essay, I draw on a study conducted with colleagues into the signifi-
cance of addressing users of public services as consumers. The 
study explored governmental discourses and the orientations of 
people who used services as well as those who worked within 
them. 1 We have written extensively about the study elsewhere, 
but here I want to concentrate on three particular social, political, 
and cultural dynamics that emerged as vital issues in the study 
and that link our concerns to those of this collection. These three 
themes are: 

J-Jyphenation: what happens when a new term, such as 'consumer', 
is inserted into existing governmental discourses such as those 
of citizenship and public services? 

Identification: how do people who use public services identify them-
selves and how do they relate to the identity of the consumer? 

Depoliticization: does the rise of the consumer identity mark an 

1 'Creating Citizen-Consumers: Changing Relationships and Identifications' was funded 
by the ESRC/ AHRB 'Cultures of Consumption' programme and ran from Apr. 2003 to 
May 2005 (grant number: RES-143-25-0008). We studied three public services (health, 
policing, and social care) in two places (Newtown and Oldtown). We distributed 600 ques-
tionnaires (returns from 106users and 168 staff= 46% return rate). We conducted 24 inter-
views with managers; 23 with front-line staff; IO with users, and held 6 user focus groups. 
The project team was John Clarke,Janet Newman, Nick Smith, Elizabeth Vidler, Louise 
Westmarland, based in the Faculty of Social Sciences at The Open University, UK. More 
details at <www.open.ac.uk/socia1sciences/citizenconsumers>, accessed II Nov. 2009. 
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attempt to depoliticize the relationships between public, public 
services and power? 

I turn to these themes after an introductory section that considers 
the place and significance of the figures of the citizen and con
sumer in the 'liberal social imaginary'. 

I. Delineating the Citizen and the Consumer

In recent years consumption and citizenship-and their associated 
figures of the consumer and citizen-have been treated as 
opposed and antagonistic principles of social organization; an 
antagonism that owes much to the 'marketizing' impulse of many 
recent national and international political projects. What the 
American commentator Thomas Frank calls 'market populism' 
has inspired a politics of transformation aiming to subordinate 
larger domains of social and political life to economic calculations, 
market logics, and the master identities of producers and con
sumers. 2 This political tendency, sometimes identified as 'neo
liberal', sees consumption and citizenship as articulated in a series 
of binary distinctions, as in Table r 1. 1. 

TAB LE r r. r Facets qf the citizen consumer distinction 

Source: John Clarke, Janet Newman, Nick Smith, Elizabeth 
Vidler, and Louise vVestmarland, Creating Citizen-Consumers: 
G1wnging Publics and Changing Public Seroices (London, 2007), 3. 
Reprinted by permission of Sage. 

These are profoundly simplifying distinctions and there are dif
ferent sorts of complications associated with them. First, these two 
figures coexist within the liberal political imaginary. Citizens and 
consumers are understood to occupy different areas or domains of 

2 Thomas Frank, One Market under God: Extreme Capitalism, Market Populism and the End ef 
Economic Democracy (New York, 2001). 

This table cannot be displayed for copyright reasons. 
Please note the source of the table in the caption below.
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social life. 3 But the alignment of, and balance between, political 
and economic spaces is variable, both between societies and over 
time. During the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Euro-
Atlantic capitalist societies were marked by movements and strug-
gles that sought to confine and control the scope of the market, 
while broadening the de-commodified public realm. Enlarging 
political democracy and constructing public arrangements of 
welfare were two of the widespread dynamics, culminating in 
what has been called the 'golden age' of the welfare state, and of 
the nation-state.4 Since the late twentieth century, we have seen 
constant efforts to revise that balance between public and private, 
or between state and market, in favour of private action and 
market coordination.5 

Such efforts have been focused on liberating the market from 
its state-imposed inhibitions (varieties of regulation, direction, and 
constraint). Such trends have been variously represented as 
freeing capital, the market, and the entrepreneurial spirit, and 
even enabling labour to become more 'flexible'.6 But they have 
also been represented as freeing 'individual choice' for consumers 
in almost all areas of life. This is expressed in claims that modern 
Western societies have become 'consumer cultures'. Consumer 
cultures are understood to be dominated by the 'cash nexus': the 
exchange of money for desired goods and services. (It should be 
noted that although the conventional sociological term is the 'cash 
nexus', the most visible consumer cultures, in the UK and USA, 
for example, have been fuelled as much by credit/ debt as by 
cash.) It is in this context that the hybrid figure of the citizen-con-
sumer begins to appear, marking the potential spread of market-
based experiences, expectations, practices and relationships to the 
field of public services. 

The figures of the citizen and the consumer are somewhat less 
substantial in practice than their representations in the liberal 
social imaginary would suggest. There, the citizen strides forward: 
the bold and empowered embodiment of the republican tradition. 

3 Charles Taylor, Modem Social lmaginaries (Durham, NC, 2004). 
4 See e.g. Evelyne Huber andjohn D. Stephens, Development and Crisis of theWelfare State: 

Parties and Policies in Global Markets (Chicago, 2002); and Stephan Leibfried and Michael 
Zürn (eds.), Transformations ofthe State? (Cambridge, 2005). 

5 Hans Krause Hansen and Dorte Salskov-Iversen (eds.), Critical Perspectives on Private 
Authority in Global Politics (Basingstoke, 2007). 

6 David Harvey, A Brief History ofNeoliberalism (Oxford, 2005). 
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She or he self-confidently articulates political views, engages pro-
ductively in public dialogue, and makes demands on the state as 
a rights-bearing individual. Similarly, the consumer forms judge-
ments and makes choices, assertively pursuing self-interest and 
bursting free of social and political constraints. In practice, both 
of these figures have proved more contingent. The person of the 
citizen, that self-possessed and self-directing individual of the 
bourgeois public sphere, has been the focus of struggles to enlarge 
its scope-against the exclusions of property, gender, racial clas-
sification, and so on. Citizenship's substance, the content of rights 
and entitlements, has been the focus of extensive conflict, aimed 
at enlarging the areas of life that are 'de-commodified', or made 
subject to social or political, rather than economic, calculation. 

More recently, political projects have sought to 'roll back' such 
enlargements of citizenship or to reform them in ways more com-
patible with the flexibilities and freedoms demanded as the price 
of participation in the new global marketplaces. Such projects 
claimed that citizenship had become overblown, exceeding the 
proper limits of the political sphere and extending social and polit-
ical calculation into places where it had no business. There are 
three interwoven arguments here. The first centres on questions 
of intrusion and interference: the claim that there are domains of 
life in which the state has no proper place. The realms of the 
market and the family are the two most frequently claimed spaces 
of 'natural freedom' and the state should be restrained from 'inter-
fering' in them. Here we can see a connection to the second set of 
arguments that work on the distinction between the public and 
the private. Again, the market and the family are treated as essen-
tially private domains in which public interest and public powers 
represent an intrusion. Finally, there are arguments that centre 
on distinctions between individualized and collective domains of 
life where the expansion of citizenship is represented as threaten-
ing to transform areas of individual concern and practice into 
inappropriately collectivized ones ( often dismissed in terms such as 
'social engineering', or the failings of 'mass' provision). 

Like the citizen, the consumer has been a more complex figure 
in practice. Historically, there have been different images of the 
consumer. 7 At times, the consumer has been viewed through an 

7 See e.g. Patricia Maclachlan and Frank Trentmann, 'Civilising Markets: Traditions 
of Consumer Politics in Twentieth-Century Britain,Japan and the United States', in Mark 
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anxiety about consuming as a practice that 'uses up' scarce or 
valued resources. Such concerns persist, of course, in environmen-
tal and ethical politics around the excesses of contemporary con-
sumerism. 8 Consumers have also been the focus of collective 
mobilizations, a pattern somewhat at odds with the current val-
orization of the consumer as the highest point of individualism. 
For example, Trentmann reveals how the consumer interest was 
collectively organized around foodstuffs (such as bread and milk) in 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century Britain.9 More recently there 
have been consumer mobilizations around such diverse issues as 
automobile safety, corporate politics, 'McDonaldization', and eco-
nomic globalization. 10 Despite the currently dominant rhetoric of 
consumer sovereignty, systemic imbalances between the collective 
power of producers and individualized consumers have produced 
fertile grounds for such mobilizations. 

In parallel with the social policy scholar Ruth Lister's comment 
that citizenship is an 'essentially contested concept', the cultural 
analysts Yannis Gabriel and Tim Lang's examination of different 
conceptions of the consumer emphasizes their contested and 
complex character. They argue that '[b ]y stirring various traditions 
together we are seeking to reclaim some theoretical recalcitrance 
for the concepts of consumption and the consumer. We introduce 
the concept of the "unmanageable consumer" to express this recal-
citrance.' 11 Gabriel and Lang offer nine variants of the consumer: 
the consumer as chooser, communicator, explorer, identity-seeker, 
hedonist, victim, rebel, activist, and citizen. The image of the con-
sumer that has dominated political and policy debate in recent 
years is the first of these, the consumer as chooser. This imagery is 
derived from economic discourse or, perhaps more accurately, 

Bevir and Frank Trentmann (eds.), Markets in Historical Contexts (Cambridge, 2004), 170-201; 
and Frank Trentmann (ed.), The Making ofthe Consumer: Knowledge, Power and Identity in the 
Modern World (Oxford, 2006). 

8 Nick Clarke, Clive Barnett, Paul Cloke, and Alice Malpass, 'Globalising the 
Consumer: Doing Politics in an Ethical Register', Political Geography, 26/ 3 (2007), 231-49. 

9 Frank Trentmann, 'Bread, Milk and Democracy: Consumption and Citizenship in 
Twentieth-Century Britain', in Martin Daunton and Matthew Hilton (eds.), The Politics of
Consumption: Material Culture and Citizenship in Europe and America (Oxford, 2001), 129-64. 

10 Matthew Hilton, Consumerism in Twentieth-Century Britain (Cambridge, 2003); and id., 
Prosperity far AIL· Consumer Activism in an Era ofGlobalization (Ithaca, NY, 2009). 

11 Ruth Lister, Citizenship: Feminist Perspectives (2nd edn. Basingstoke, 2003); and Yannis 
Gabriel and Tim Lang, The Unmanageable Consumer: Contemporary Consumption and its 
Fragmentations (London, 1995), 4.
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what Frank calls 'market populism'. 12 As we will see, critical chal-
lenges to the consumerist turn in public policy have tended to rest 
on a mirror image of the consumer as chooser--the consumer as 
victim. In such debates, consumers are either the sovereign heroes 
of their own lives (independent, confident,judgement-forming, and 
choice-exercising agents), or the cultural dupes preyed upon by 
forces beyond their control (and often beyond their knowledge). 
This heroes/ dupes split has been a recurrent one in arguments 
over popular culture. 13 

In this context, I want to suggest instead that consumption and 
citizenship have historically existed in a series of articulated rela-
tionships within liberal capitalism, in which each figure-the 
citizen and the consumer--is both the precondition for, and alter 
ego of, the other. The current project to transform citizens into 
consumers, or to create the hyphenated and hybridized citizen-
consumer, marks a specific attempt at re-articulating the two 
figures for political and governmental reasons. 

II. Hyphens and Hybrids: New Labour's Articulations 

Conservative governments of the 1980s and 1990s in the UK 
embarked on a significant programme of public service reform in 
which 'state monopolies' were dismantled through processes of pri-
vatization, marketization, and managerialization. 14 Such reforms 
articulated consumer-like principles of choice in relation to public 
services: most notably 'parental choice' in education and the 'right 
to buy' in relation to council housing. Nevertheless, it was only with 
the arrival of'New Labour' governments in 1997 that the figure of 
the consumer, and ideas of modern society as a consumer culture, 
became a central integrating theme of public service reform. 15 New 
Labour built on a populist theme established in Thatcherism, the 
use of Public Choice theory to elaborate a distinction between 
Producer and Consumer Interests, in which government positioned 

12 Frank, One lvlarket under God, 23ff. 
13 See e.g. John Clarke, 'Pessimism versus Populism: The Problematic Politics of 

Popular Culture', in Richard Butsch (ed.), For Fun and Profit: The Transformation ofLeisure into 
Consumption (Philadelphia, 1990), 28-44. 

14 John Clarke and Janet Newman, The Managerial State: Power, Politics and Ideology in the 
Remaking ofSocial Welfare (London, 1997). 

15 John Clarke,Janct Newman, Nick Smith, Elizabeth Vidler, and Louise Westmar-
land, Creating Citizen-Consumers: Changing Publics and Changing Public Services (London, 2007). 
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itself on the side of the People (understood as Consumers) against 
the State (understood as monopolistic Producers). This populist 
representation of government was also institutionalized in a distinc-
tive set of practices in the performance management and scrutiny 
systems whose reach was enlarged by New Labour. 16 In the 
anthropologist Daniel Miller's study of New Labour's 'Best Value' 
inspection regime for local government, he identifies the 'virtual 
consumer' as central to the conceptualization of evaluation. In the 
process, the agencies of evaluation became endowed with, or laid 
claim to, 'the authority of the consumer'. 1 7 Miller argues: 'This 
logic seemed quite explicit and clear in the development of recent 
audits that seek to justify themselves as being carried out on behalf 
of "patients as consumers" or "students as consumers" or con-
sumers more generally.' 18 

Audit and inspection regimes such as Best Value positioned 
themselves as 'virtual consumers', representing themselves as rep-
resentatives of the consumer point of view. Producer interests were 
viewed as antagonistic to Consumer interests; but in the market-
place the (aggregate) effect of consumer power could keep 
Producers in line. In the process, Public Choice theory articulated 
a moral economy of 'mistrust', evoking a sceptical or cynical view 
of the 'public service ethos' as a smokescreen for venal and self-
serving Producer interests. New Labour's approach to public serv-
ices took up this distinction between the Producer and Consumer 
as a key feature of the reform programme: 'All four principles 
[ national standards, devolution, flexibility, choice] have one goal-
to put the consumer first. We are making the public services user-
led; not producer- or bureaucracy-led, allowing far greater 
freedom and incentives for services to develop as users want.' 19 

Although New Labour's consumerism drew on multiple voices, 
this conception of the sovereign consumer appears to be the 
central element around which the other, subordinate, elements 
were articulated. It was this that linked the figure of the consumer 

16 John Clarke, 'Performing for the Public? Desire, Doubt and the Governance of 
Public Services', in Paul du Gay (ed.), The Values ofBureaucracy (Oxford, 2005), 211-32. 

17 Russell Keat, Nigel Whiteley, and Nicholas Abercrombie (eds.), The Authority of the
Consumer (London, 1994). 

18 Daniel Miller, 'What is Best "Value"? Bureaucracy, Virtualism and Local 
Governance', in du Gay (ed.), Values ofBureaucracy, 235-54, at 235. 

19 Tony Blair, Speech to Public Sector Workers at the British Library, London, 16 Oct. 
200!. 
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to the project of 'state reform', connecting 'the people' to 
processes of privatization, marketization, systems of multiple 
providers, workforce recomposition and regulation, and systems of 
audit and inspection. In the New Labour discourse about public 
service reform, then, the figure of the consumer dominated the 
reworking of ideas of the citizen. Nevertheless, this did not 
produce a wholesale dismantling of more collective terms: notions 
of the public, communities, service users, and so on continued to 
appear. 20 So, too, did more service-specific terms, such as 
patients, passengers, and parents: 
In reality, I believe people do want choice, in public services as in other 
services. But anyway, choice isn't an end in itself It is one important 
mechanism to ensure that citizens can indeed secure good schools and 
health services in their communities. Choice puts the levers in the hands 
of parents and patients so that they as citizens and consumers can be a 
driving force for improvement in their public services. We are proposing 
to put an entirely different dynamic in place to drive our public services; 
one where the service will be driven not by the government or by the 
manager but by the user--the patient, the parent, the pupil and the law-
abiding citizen. 2 l 

But this is not just a plurality of different terms. Rather these other 
identities were increasingly subordinated to, or articulated around, 
the figure of the consumer. It was this capacity to organize an 
interlocking net of themes and identities that enabled the figure 
of the consumer to play such a central and directive role in New 
Labour's discourse of public service reform. But how should we 
understand this process in which multiple identities (and the social 
relations they imply) were brought together in this uneasily 
hyphenated assemblage of the citizen-consumer? Some writers have 
used the idea of hybridity to analyse both New Labour and neo-
liberalism. For example, the media studies scholar David 
Hesmondhalgh argues that: 
It is important to see the British Labour Party as having invented its own 
distinctive governmental project; one which undoubtedly involves neo-
liberal elements, but on different terms from the neo-liberalism of the 
New Right of the Reagan and Thatcher governments of the 1980s. 

20 This argument is developed at greater length in Clarke et al., Creating Citi.:.en-
Consumers. See also Catherine Needham, The Reform ef Public Services under New Labour: 
Narratives ef Consumerism {Basingstoke, 2007). 

2l Tony Blair, quoted in the Guardian, 24June 2004, 1. 
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Labour represents a new hybrid. Such hybridity on the part of Labour 
governments is not new, but this does not mean that the Labour gov-
ernment is simply accommodating itself to capitalism in the same way as 
previous Labour governments ... there is a strong neo-liberal element 
to this hybrid governmental formation that takes for granted marketisa-
tion and the erosion of the public domain. 22 

How does hybridization work in political projects? Do the ele-
ments, whether neo-liberalism or communitarianism, retain their 
essential character, or are they transformed in the encounter with 
other discourses and positions? In a cross-national study of neo-
liberalism and welfare reform, Catherine Kingfisher has drawn a 
distinction between the 'preliminary grammar' of neo-liberalism 
and its materialization in different forms in different places. The 
'preliminary grammar' of neo-liberalism (its general elements) is 
always embedded in hybrid formations: 'It is, in fact, only in the 
circulation of neoliberal related meanings and their articulation 
with other meaning systems that neoliberalism takes on its multi-
ple and contradictory lives.'23 

This points to the contradictoriness and instability of political 
projects. They are temporary alliances: assemblages of political 
discourses that are articulated unities-in-difference. 24 They are forged 
in the face of paradoxes, tensions, incompatibilities and contra-
dictions, rather than being coherent implementations of a unified 
discourse and plan. This suggests two important features of the 
hyphenated citizen-consumer. The first is that the hyphen denotes 
the focus of political work: the effort required to give the 'citizen' 
new meanings through its articulation with the figure of the con-
sumer. The second feature of this hyphenated articulation is that 
neo-liberalism comes to take on a particular local/ national char-
acter precisely through its necessary encounters with other polit-
ical discourses, oppositions, and projects. Stuart Hall has added 
to this view of articulation in describing the complex negotiation 
of neo-liberalism and other discourses as New Labour's charac-
teristic 'double shuffle'. He argued that: 

22 David Hesmondhalgh, 'Media and Cultural Policy as Public Policy: The Case of the 
British Labour Government', International Journal ef Cultural Policy, 11 / I (2005), 95-115, at 99. 

23 Catherine Kingfisher (ed.), Western Welfare in Decline: Globalization and Women's Poverty 
(Philadelphia, 2002), 12. 

24 For more developed statements of this view, see Janet Newman and John Clarke, 
Publics, Politics and Power: Remaking the Public in Public Services (London, 2009); and Aradhana 
Sharma, Logics ef Empowerment (Minneapolis, 2008). 



234 JOHN CLARKE 

New Labour is confusing in the signals it gives off, and difficult to char-
acterise as a regime. It constantly speaks with a forked tongue. It com-
bines economic neo-liberalism with a commitment to 'active 
government'. More significantly its grim alignment with the broad global 
interest and values of corporate capital and power--the neo-liberal, 
which is in the leading position in its political repertoire-is paralleled by 
another, subaltern programme, of a more social-democratic kind, running 
alongside. This is what people invoke when they insist, defensively, that 
New Labour is not, after all, 'neo-liberal'. The fact is that New Labour 
is a hybrid regime, composed of two strands. However, one strand-the 
neo-liberal-is in the dominant position. The other strand-the social 
democratic-is subordinate. What's more, its hybrid character is not 
simply a static formation: it is the process which combines the two ele-
ments which matters. The process is 'transformist'. The latter always 
remains subordinate to and dependent on the former, and is constantf:Y 
being 'traniformed' into the former, dominant one. 25 

The citizen-consumer provides one example of this discursive 
'double shuffle', in which the hyphen marks the work needed to 
subordinate and transform other conceptions of citizenship 
through the imagery of consumer choice and 'market populism'. 
It draws on, and gives voice to, 'older' or 'residual' conceptions 
of citizenship (as well as more recent or emergent challenges to 
the state and public institutions). But it does so by voicing them 
through the figure of the consumer. The consumer appeared as 
the dominant identity by being able to represent all these other 
positions. They could be reconciled in the figure of the citizen-as-
consumer. 

As a result, the citizen-consumer named new forms of relation-
ship: between producers and publics, between government and 
service providers, between those commissioning services and those 
making choices in a marketized field of services. In its attempt to 
reconcile conflicting forces through a discourse centred on the 
citizen-consumer, New Labour can be viewed as a political 
project that attempted to articulate a national interest, purpose, 
and sense of direction that took account of other positions and 
projects. But it did so while articulating them as subordinate and 
supporting voices-tying them into the 'mission' and attempting 
to dissolve their differences (and thus their status as alternative 
possibilities) in the process. 

25 Stuart Hall, 'New Labour's Double Shuffie', Soundings, 24 (2003), rn-24, at 19. 
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III. Identification: The Problem if Sceptical Subjects

In our study we asked people to tell us who they thought they 
were when they used public services-through both a multi
choice questionnaire and in conversations in interviews and focus 
groups. The key finding in this context is that very few identified 
themselves as consumers of public services, while not many more 
saw themselves as citizens in this context: see Table 11.2. 

TABLE II.2 Identifications with public seroices" 

a Questionnaires containing this list of identities were distributed to both users and staff of 
the three services. No cues were given as to the meaning of the terms; and people were 
allowed to select up to two that, for people using services, best identified who they thought 
they were when they used public services; and for staff, best identified who they thought 
people who used their service were. This table reports user views. Both consumer and cus
tomer were included as both terms were circulating in governmental and organizational 
discourses at the time. 

Source:John Clarke,Janet Newman, Nick Smith, Elizabeth Vidler, and Louise Westmar
land, Creating Citizen-Consumers: Changing Publics and Changing Public Seroices (London, 2007), 
128. Reprinted by permission of Sage.

We have discussed these results extensively elsewhere. In this
context, I want to consider the implications of people not identi
fying themselves as consumers or customers of public services. Is 
it significant that they do not sign up to, or occupy, the dominant 
discursive figures? I want to argue that it is significant both for 
New Labour claims about the social changes to which public serv
ices must adapt, and for Foucauldian arguments about new 
modes of governmentality that involve the creation of enterprising 
selves or consumer identities in the process of 'economising the 
social'.26 But I want to explore whether we should understand

26 Nikolas Rose, Powers qfFreedom (Cambridge, 2009).

This table cannot be displayed for copyright reasons. 
Please note the source of the table in the caption below.
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subjection as primarily a process of commitment or as an effect 
of compliance. Do subjects occur because they come to recognize 
themselves in the dominant discursive figures? Or do they occur 
because the institutionalized relationships and practices require 
them to behave in certain ways? 

In the construction of the citizen-consumer, the latter view sug-
gests that the construction of fields of choice in which choice-
making is obligatory locates people in such a way that they will 
come to behave as if they are consumers. In such conditions (for 
example, in parental choice in schooling, choice of hospital, and so 
on), people are required to act as consumers whether they under-
stand themselves in such terms or not. That is to say, the 'conduct 
of conduct' may be accomplished by the regulating effects of a field 
of relationships and practices rather than through forms of identifi-
cation or subjectification. This may be what Margaret Thatcher 
called the TINA effect (There Is No Alternative): compliance is 
what is required, rather than commitment. Such behavioural com-
pliance may bring identification or subjective attachment in its 
wake, but it is not a necessary requirement. In short, people may 
behave like consumers, even if they do not think of themselves as 
consumers. 

In one of our interviews, a rather different version of this 'com-
pliance' model is explored, with the interviewee reflecting on both 
the popular distance from the consumer identity and the use of 
consumer-like practices to make demands on public services: 
I think what people want are good public services. I think they want 
good local deliverable public services. I don't think they want-I don't 
think they want to apply consumer principles to those. I don't think they 
want choice, I don't think they want competition and I don't think they 
want market forces. I think they want good, um, schools, good hospitals, 
good GPs ... 

I think people behave as if it's true (that they are consumers] so I think 
people when they're not happy with something, um, employ the tech-
niques for dealing with it that they employ in a consumer, um, situation. 
So you know ... if they don't like what happened to little Johnny in 
school yesterday they will go and challenge in the way that they might 
if their fridge broke down after three days. So I think actually people do 
employ those techniques ... I think that might be because they haven't 
been given any other skills in part and because there are no other overt 
frameworks through which they necessarily understand they can do it . 
. . . I mean I think the fact that everybody ... is now accountable means 
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that everybody thinks they have a right to challenge and there's lots of 
good that's come out of that shift but I think the bad is that sometimes 
that's not the most productive way of dealing with something and it's 
often not the most appropriate. But it is consumerism. I mean that is 
what you do as a consumer. You would be-the strength lies with you 
because you're the purchaser and therefore that gives you the power. 
And I think people have taken that and apply it to all, um, all areas of 
dispute. (Newtown voluntary organization interviewee 01) 

Here the suggestion is that the practices of being a consumer offer 
one, and perhaps the only available, means of being assertive or 
demanding in interactions with public services, even if people do 
not seek choice, competition, or consumer principles. Being a con-
sumer implies what might be called 'transferable skills', rather 
than transferable orientations, principles, or identities. 

Centring on practices, rather than identifications, raises the 
important issue of the installation of a neo-liberal consumerist ori-
entation in public services. But it also creates further problems 
about how we assess or evaluate such developments, particularly 
in terms of identifying their 'consumerist' character. Making 
choices (particularly where people are compelled by state authority 
to make choices) is not the same as being a consumer. Choices 
take place in many domains, in very different fields of relation-
ships, and are realized through diverse forms of power.27 The 
consumer model of individual choice mediated by the cash nexus 
(or its proxies) is only one model of choice, even if it has been nor-
malized through the dominance of what Frank calls market 
populism. 

It may be important to distinguish orientations (such as being 
'assertive' or 'demanding') from the use of particular consumer 
techniques. At a behavioural level, how might we distinguish the 
practices of a choice-making or demanding consumer from an 
'expert' and 'co-producing' patient, or from an assertive, rights-
bearing citizen?28 There are multiple political, cultural, and per-
sonal routes to a sense of being 'entitled'.29 These comments point 

27 John Clarke, Nick Smith, and Elizabeth Vidler, 'The Indeterminacy of Choice: 
Political, Policy and Organisational Dilemmas', Social P6lili)I and Socie!}I, 5/3 (2006), 1-10. 

28 John Clarke and Janet Newman, 'What's in a Name? New Labour Citizen-
Consumers and the Remaking of Public Services', Cultural Studies, 21/ 4-5 (2006), 738-57. 
See also Needham, The R.eform ef Public Services. 

29 See e.g. Davina Cooper's analysis of competing conceptions of 'belonging' in 
Governing out ef Order (London, 1998). 
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to a problem with how the consumer has been conceptualized. 
Much writing about the consumer in relation to public services 
(from both enthusiasts and critics) treats the consumer as the 
embodiment of neo-classical economic models-rationalistic, cal-
culating, and atomized. For neo-liberals and their allies, the con-
sumer thus embodies the triumph of markets over repressive and 
constraining states. For critics it marks the de-socialization of the 
public realm. These positions share a presumption that consumers 
do, indeed, behave like 'consumers'. In contrast, the sociological 
and cultural studies literature on consumers and consumption 
tends to undermine this economistic conception of the consumer, 
pointing to the varieties of rationality in play in consumption 
(including the valorization of 'irrationality' in dynamics of pleasure 
and desire), and stressing the diverse social dynamics (personal, 
familial, communal, sub-cultural, local as well as global) that shape 
the practices and choices of consumption. These approaches chal-
lenge the apparent coherence and unity of the consumer as she or 
he is imagined in economic terms. 30 Instead they point to what 
Gabriel and Lang term the 'unmanageable consumer' whose 
defining feature is precisely his or her unpredictability. Neither the 
idealized sovereign nor the despised dupe, the consumer reappears 
as a mobile and multiple subject. Such approaches pose empirical 
and analytical questions. At their core is the question of how to 
think of subjects who are contingently willing and unwilling, and 
who are heterolingually dialogic (able to draw on and make use 
of diverse discursive repertoires), rather than being trapped in a 
binary dynamic of acquiescence or resistance. 

Explorations of the 'consumer' identity in our study were con-
sistently marked by scepticism, cynicism, distance, and refusal. 
These were the voices of what I have called 'subjects of doubt'. 31 

Such subjects reflect upon the dominant discourse, its interpella-
tions, and the subject positions it makes available. They reason 
about different sorts of identifications and the relationships they 

30 e.g. Gabriel and Lang, 771e Unmanageable Consumer; Daunton and Hilton, The Politics 
ef Consumption; and Trentmann, 77ze Afaking ef the Consumer. 

31 John Clarke, 'Subjects of Doubt', paper presented to Canadian Anthropological 
Society (CASCA) conference, University of Western Ontario, May 2004; id., Janet 
Newman, and Louise Westmarland, 'Creating Citizen-Consumers? Public Service Reform 
and (Un)willing Selves', in Sabine Maasen and Barbara Sutter (eds.), On Willing Selves: 
.Neoliberal Politics vis-a-vis the .Neuroscientific Challenge (Basingstoke, 2007), 125-45. See also Clive 
Barnett, Nick Clarke, Paul Cloke, and Alice Malpass, 'The Elusive Subjects of Neo-
Liberalism', Cultural Studies, 22/5 (2008), 624-53. 
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imply. They make choices about which identifications evoke the 
desired personal and political subject positions that they desire. 
They enact characteristic forms of what the anthropologists 
Dorothy Holland andjean Lave call 'dialogism', a Bahktinian 
conception of subjects who 'answer back'.32 These are people who 
recognize that they are being addressed, and are reluctant to 
acquiesce or comply. One interview in our study perfectly cap-
tured this dialogic reflexivity: 

The NHS is a service to users (in the local community). I know 'con-
sumer' and 'customer' imply choice and that is what we are supposed 
to want. I would consider it an acceptable achievement if everyone could 
have what was best in the matter of treatment as of right. There are 
certain cost considerations but that is another issue. 'Choice' may be a 
political ploy to take our eye off the ball and confuse us as to what really 
matters. Choice sounds a good thing-but is it? (Newtown Health user: 
patient and service user) 

Here we see a subject who hears the address and invitation of sub-
jection ('that is what we are supposed to want'), who can recog-
nize and name its political-cultural character ('a political ploy'), 
and who can articulate an alternative account of what we want 
(as a 'matter of right'). Such 'subjects of doubt' demand a form of 
analysis that pays attention to the multiplicity, fractures, and dis-
junctures in the circulation of discourses, rather than presuming 
that they are successful in recruiting or enrolling the subjects they 
seek. Instead, I think we need to be attentive to the profoundly 
uneven and incomplete processes in which subjects succumb, sign 
up, or comply but may also resist or prove recalcitrant and trou-
blesome. There is a danger in studying the processes of subjection 
through the aspirations of the dominant point of view. The temp-
tation is to see the world aligning with the plans, visions, or scripts 
of the dominant. Governmental projects like people to know their 
place. But people prove strangely, and unpredictably, reluctant to 
acquiesce. In analytical terms, this demands that we pay attention 
to the ways in which people fail to 'know their place'-or some-
times remain overly attached to it, when authority would like 
them to move to a new place. 

32 Dorothy Holland andJean Lave, 'History in Person: An Introduction', in eaed. (eds.), 
History in Person: Enduring Struggles, Contentious Practices, Intimate Identities (Santa Fe, N. Mex., 
2001), 3-33. 
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IV. Depoliticization? 

But what do these banal or everyday conversations have to do with 
politics and with processes of depoliticization? I suggest that an 
answer to this question must start from what is meant by 'politics'. 
In this context I will concentrate on the issue that the concept of 
depoliticization brings into view: the implication that all social rela-
tions and practices are, in some sense, political. They concern for-
mations of power and inequality, and they are contestable. This 
does not mean they are always and everywhere recognized as polit-
ical, but that they have the potential to be characterized and con-
tested as political. Such contestations point to the other 
arrangements of social life that are possible or imaginable. As a 
consequence, one key form of political action is the attempt to 
depoliticize: to deny the political character and consequences of 
some social arrangement. Power blocs often try to insist that key 
issues are 'above', 'below', or 'beyond' politics in an effort to deny 
conflict, to conceal values, and to suggest that there is only one 
way, or one best way, of proceeding. In such moves, the exercise 
of power is concealed. There are many strategies for trying to 'take 
things out of politics', or to take the 'politics out of things'; strat-
egies that attempt to render them natural or technical, necessary 
or inevitable. This is the process of depolitici;;:,ation which, according 
to the political philosopher Wendy Brown, 

involves construing inequality, subordination, marginalization and social 
conflict, which all require political analysis and political solutions, as per-
sonal and individual, on the one hand, or as natural, religious or cultural 
on the other .... Although depoliticization sometimes personalizes, 
sometimes culturalizes, and sometimes naturalizes conflict, these tactical 
variations are tethered to a common mechanics, which is what makes it 
possible to speak of depoliticization as a coherent phenomenon. 
Depoliticization involves removing a political phenomenon from com-
prehension of its historical emergence and from a recognition of the powers 
that produce and contour it. No matter its particular form and mechan-
ics, depoliticization always eschews power and history in the representa-
tion of its subject. 33 

Consumerism, as a political and governmental strategy, contained 
a double movement ef depoliticization. First, it sought to disconnect the 

33 Wendy Brown, Regulating Auersion: Tolerance in the Age qf ldentiry (Princeton, 2006), 15. 
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complex relationships between the public and public services that 
include political dimensions (about power, inequalities, and the 
formation of collective identities and interests). Instead, the rela-
tionships were re-imagined as both individualized (contained in 
the interaction of consumer and provider) and particularized 
(located in the specific service or need at stake). Secondly, this 
deployment of consumerism sought to tum collective-potentially 
political-decisions about public services into technical matters. 
Once things are framed by the questions of choice and efficiency, 
a whole apparatus of marketizing and managerializing tools and 
techniques falls into place, displacing the possibility of collective 
deliberation about needs, desires, relationships, and forms of 
authority. Catherine Needham, for example, has argued that this 
process of depoliticization combined the introduction of con-
sumerism into public services with the use of marketing and con-
sumer methods in political processes (such as focus groups, 
opinion polling, satisfaction surveys, and so on), involving the 
depoliticization of public services and the de-democratization of 
politics. 34 It may be that the sceptical subjects we encountered in 
our study are resistant not just to consumerism, but to the disman-
tling of a variety of collective, communal, political identifications 
and relationships-leading to the implied loss of publicness itself. 

Making things public may not be the same as making things 
political but they are interwoven in complex ways. The French 
political philosopher Jacques Ranciere has argued that making 
issues, relationships, and forms of power public involves a politics 
of wrestling them from their private confinement. 35 Making 
'private' matters public is itself a process of politicization, or 
perhaps re-politicization. But even when they arrive in the public 
domain and become addressed as public issues, there is still the 
contest over whether they are political. Ranciere suggests that 
public issues are subject to contestation between a govemmentalizing 
logic (what he calls the 'logic of police') and a politicizing logic (the 
logic of politics or democracy). The former is depoliticizing. It seeks 
to take things out of politics and submit them to technical calculat-
ing frameworks (cost, efficiency, and so on) or to expert judgement 
(outside or even 'above' politics). The latter, the politicizing logic, 

34 Catherine Needham, Citizen-Consumers: New Labour's Mark£tplace Democracy (London, 
2003). 

35 Jacques Ranciere, The Hatred ef Democracy, trans. S. Corcoran (London, 2006). 



JOHN CLARKE 

seeks to make issues the subject of collective debate, contestation, 
and reflection. This double relationship of public and political indi-
cates how significant the project to construct the public as a con-
sumer of services was-and how important the insistence of people 
using services that they were members of collectivities (publics, 
communities) might be. Publicness both makes possible collective 
identification (or forms of solidarity) and provides the conditions 
for debating the value of serving and supporting such publics. 




