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Introduction 

Today, as citizens of twenty-first century Western capitalist society, we need to buy in order to 
sustain, not only ourselves, but society as a whole. Planned obsolescence or “product death 
date” , among other things, as mentioned by Vance Packard in his book The Waste Makers, has 1

conditioned citizens to carry a constant crave for the new. This irrational desire, also partly 
generated by man through rigorous advertising, has led to the conspicuous production as well as 
consumption of goods that -through planned obsolescence- are designed to fail. As a 
consequence, large quantities of these dead commodity products have either been piled up in 
landfill or dispersed into our Earth’s seas. As the title of Packard’s book implies, we are, as 
people, a generation of waste makers. A habit that, over the years, has defined humans as part of 
modern capitalist society. Especially in fashion, a poisonous sibling of planned obsolescence; 
style obsolescence, has become part of what it means to be fashionable. For a fashionista is only 
considered fashionable if his/her wardrobe is updated on a daily basis.  
The harsh reality of the capitalistic system is therefore, indirectly, built on short term ideals and 
fraudulent human values (such as happiness), making it nearly impossible for producers and 
consumers alike to reclaim a sense of quality and stability in the long term. 

Nevertheless, next to a capitalist society, Western civilisation simultaneously practices a 
democratic ruling. This means that, according to the book The Idea of the Public Sphere: A 
Reader by Jostein Gripsrud et all, “political participation is based on citizens’ right to vote” as 
well as “on their right to express opinions freely and have free access to information and 
ideas. ” With this knowledge, I am optimistic that a Western world that rejects conspicuous 2

consumption as the norm for survival is, in fact, possible. Personally, I believe that reality, as it 
is now, can offer a loophole, one in particular, that I would like to discuss in this essay. 
With the goal to change normative, unsustainable consumerist behaviour towards, ultimately, a 
more sustainable way of living. For if the rule is to buy, then not-buying or selective-buying can 
offer a way out of, and possibly slow down, the prevailing unsustainable, short term producer- 
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and consumer ethics. At the same time it is a way to uphold the democratic standards of choice 
by influencing the capitalist regime of supply and demand.  
For me, conscious sustainable buying has become a way to reclaim personal autonomy and 
freedom. Regulating my personal monetary flow has also helped to position myself as an 
activist within capitalist culture without having to go out on the street and protest or having the 
means and or knowledge to produce goods myself. In this essay I differentiate between being an 
‘activist’, ‘activism’, ‘an act of activism’ or ‘activistic act’. In chapter one; what is activism? I 
try to define what it is to be an activist, when one can call oneself an activist and I will discuss 
the definition of activism through the book Reclaiming the media: Communication Rights and 
Democratic Media Roles by Dr. Bart Cammaerts at the Department of Media and 
Communications at the London School of Economics, as well as consult the Oxford Paperback 
Dictionary and Thesaurus and point out that what can be considered an activistic act depends on 
personal context. Chapter two; From a passive consumer… will review what it means to be a 
consumer that buys for the sake of buying, otherwise known as a passive consumer, through the 
lens of professor Lawrence B. Glickman and his essay titled Rethinking Politics: Consumer and 
the Public Good during the “Jazz Age” where he writes about the origin of the passive 
consumer in the context of the 1920’s emerging mass-production economy, which is still, in my 
opinion, hugely relevant today.  
In chapter three; …to an active consumer. I try to address the shift in mentality from passive to 
active consuming and how it is possible to act as an active consumer through the regulation of 
one’s personal, and eventually collective, monetary flow. Furthermore, I will point out that an 
active consumer is not necessarily an activist if the activistic act of not-buying is not persisted 
through time.  
In the end, I would like to provide an answer to the question what being an active consumer 
means and how this is intertwined with the notion of being an activist, through altering one’s 
spending habits.  



What is activism?  When is one an activist? 

Activism today, according to Dr. Bart Cammaerts, is a term newly introduced in the 70’s 
“reffering to the ability to act and make or change history.”  He then carries on quoting Gitlin 3

(2003, 5) from a letter Gitlin himself wrote to a young activist, stating that “It reminds us that 
the world not only is, but is made” .  4

Cammaerts continues that what is certain, is that agency (or as discussed in the introduction; 
personal autonomy) and the realisation that society is makable and therefore changeable, is 
fundamental to any conjectural definition of activism. He also points out that activism helps to 
generate the future of a society by representing an activistic act as “the practice of struggling for 
change”.   5

Without the realisation that, indeed, society has been built on certain (historic) ideals and norms 
and that these building blocks, in the end, are not set in stone but are fluid, no change would 
happen at all, ever.  
We, as humans, would still be hunting and gathering our food and we would still solely live on 
our basic survival instincts. If, at all, we would have evolved into humans. The verb ‘to evolve’ 
in this case, is a good description of the implication that change is necessary to move anywhere, 
where it backwards, forwards, diagonally, etc,. in space and time and that it is an act in itself.  

Concluding that, according to Cammaerts and Gitlin, one must first realise that the world is 
made, and therefore  changeable for an act to be activistic. Additionally, to specify what an act 
of activism is, first and foremost, dependent on the context of a person since all people in theory 
poses the ability to make or change history. Implicating, that the meaning of what can be 
considered an activistic act is as fluid as the makability of society. Thus, an activistic act can be 
as simple as going against the common opinion of the public or people involved in one’s 
immediate environment. Suggesting that there are different scales on which an activistic act can 
have effect. One can act activistic on a small, local scale but also on a larger (even global) scale. 
 On a side note; ‘one’s immediate environment’ mentioned above, I like to refer to as a 
‘bubble’. The word implies the fictitious (protective) walls of the way that a person is nurtured 
in a certain place and time. Within the bubble a person’s history, heritage, socio-, cultural-, 
educational-, economical- and political background shape the reality, truth and experience of the 
person in question. We all carry with us these bubbles, as we are all this person in question, 
since we are  all human. 

I assume, separate from Cammaerts’ definition of activism, that the popular idea of activism has 
mostly to do with large scale protests, revolutions or strikes. Personally, I think of streets filled 
with chaotic crowds holding up banners, collectively chanting slogans for change that carry the 
possibility of escalating into violent riots. This scenario can very well be an example of large 
scale, public activism. Cammaerts brings forward the case of The Cuban Revolution, which, 
because of the sheer density of the crowd and apparent violence, changed society “well beyond 
the territories from where it took place. Disrupting vested hierarchies within society and other 
structures…”   6

As well as Cammaerts, the Oxford Dictionary also mentions the idea of the presence of a power 
structure in a persons bubble. Nevertheless, adding to the concept that one must also have the 
personal power and ability to act if one is to reach a certain degree of change within a society 
built on hierarchy. 
 “Act’ive(-ism), A. [Lat. activus, Fr.actif.] 
 1. Having the power or quality of acting ; causing change ; communicating action or motion ;  
     — opposed to passive, that receives action ; as, the active powers of the mind.  
 2. …producing real effects ; — opposed to speculative”  7

The following example of activism is performed on a smaller, local scale, but with a definite 
power structure at play. Teenagers are a wonderful, somewhat stereotypical, example of the 
possible activist within a household (social-bubble), since teenagers often go against the wills 
and wants of the power structure provided by the parents and are therefore generally labeled 
‘rebels’. In this case, being an activist seems very insignificant in the grand scheme of things, 



but for the teenager in question this act of rebelliousness will signify the rest of it’s life. For the 
teenager has become aware of the power structure and is testing it’s personal sense of autonomy, 
freedom, and it’s ability to act upon it’s own reason to cause real change. 
But do all these elements make the teenager an ‘activist'?  
In the book Activism and Rhetoric: Theories and Contexts for Political Engagement 
communications professor and minority activist Dana Cloud argues that when “our work isn’t 
paying off in discernible outcomes”, in the end, nothing but commitment can generate change 
(on either a large and/or smaller scale). Persistence to a particular cause and therefore taking 
responsibility for, the targeted, change is the key factor to call oneself an activist.  

From a passive consumer…  

I think it is important to point out the way that consumers have been perceived by the elite 
businessman from the 1920’s since, I believe up to this day, consumers are still treated and 
perceived in a similar manner.  
In the article written by Lawrence B. Glickman, as discussed in the introduction, there where 
two quotations that I found rather problematic. Firstly, Glickman describes the act of 
conspicuous consumption as a “harsh diagnosis of [the consumers’] condition” , and so he 8

implies that, to a certain degree, the effect of capitalism on people can be considered an actual 
disease. Secondly, he writes that The U.S. Chamber of Commerce in 1924 declared that 
“production cannot be possible unless it produces, first of all, consumers” . Which, in the first 9

place is quite logical -for if there are no consumers, there is no talk of production- but at the 
same time, is rather disturbing in the sense that this statement, in essence, is the primary rule of 
capitalism and that it seems to suggest that consumers are also produced, in the way that 
products are produced, and are therefore seen not as individual beings with hopes and thoughts, 
but as mere lifeless things that are there solely for the means of production and profit. Glickman 
backs up this statement as he writes that people since the 1920’s aren’t initially seen as 
producers anymore but reduced to important consuming creatures. Glickman also cites The 
Muncie Chamber of Commerce who declared that the “Amerian citizen’s first importance to his 
country is no longer that of citizen but that of consumer.”  Businessmen in the 1920’s therefore 
had to recognise their dependence on mass consumption and were, as a consequence, severely 
and obsessively concerned with propagating the purchasing of mass produced goods. 
Consumption came to be seen as a necessity (to feed capitalism). This could be a reason as to 
why Western consumers even today have adopted a passive demeanour in their buying 
behaviour. The persevering concern for purchasing has disciplined and persuaded people, men 
and women alike, that they need to buy, in other words to spend money, in order to sustain 
themselves. 

I found the degree of alienation and objectification that consumers face rather unsettling. 
Apparently when living in a capitalist society people are not citizens in the first place, but 
consumers. Nevertheless, when living in a democracy, even as consumers, there is the ability to 
practice power over the powerful.  



… to an active consumer. 

How can we as consumers tilt and rearrange the fashion system towards a sustainable system? 
As discussed in the introduction, we can safely assume that the general rule today is having to 
buy. If this is the case, then not-buying or selective-buying could offer possibilities in creating a 
conscious sustainable consumer, as well as producer.  
I would like to repeat that I am an optimist and believe in the fact that Western capitalist society 
also entails democracy and therefore we as consumers (not so much as citizens) have the right to 
vote, in this case with our money.  
Pessimists may point out that, firstly, one or a couple of conscious consumers will not make any 
concrete difference and, secondly, that freedom of choice is always, in some way, influenced by 
a third party. Cammaerts addresses the notion of naivety of free choice by stating that “choice is 
always pre-structured by the conditions of competition” , meaning that we as consumers will 10

most certainly be influenced in our decision making by the race between brands and companies 
in capitalism to out-sell each other for profit through propaganda and marketing tactics. 
However, this is only the case when talking about a consumer that is passive and sees freedom 
and the expression of one’s individuality as his/her right to buy. An active consumer, on the 
other hand, is aware of the capitalistic race for profit and does research into brand ethics before 
deciding to buy and therefore sees the ability to speak power to truth. Thus, reclaiming agency 
(and or personal autonomy) to practice one’s own sense of reason and education to create a 
certain “political legitimacy” (Gripsrud, 2007) through democracy. 

Glickman makes a very important remark about the possible political influence consumers can 
have on capitalism;  

 “Because a mass production economy depends on […] mass consumption, […] consumers 
have become a potentially powerful group. Perhaps even a new social and political force.”  11

Concluding, that a passive consumer can become an active consumer when he\she realises that 
the way he/she spends money is, in fact, extremely political. Nevertheless, and now I am 
referring back to the first argument of the pessimist, for the elite politicians and companies in 
power to notice this new active (political) consumer -who regulates his/her monetary flow- there 
needs to be an organised collective consumption (or non-consumption) on behalf of a specific 
cause (Glickman, 2007), in this case, the cause for a sustainable fashion system. For, surely we 
can agree, there is power in numbers especially when there is a specific goal to be reached. I 
would lastly like to point out that even if there is power in numbers, and consumers do become 
aware of their power to influence politics through buying, persistence, as discussed in chapter 
one, is crucial for large scale (sustainable) change. This is when an active consumer doesn’t 
only indulge in a short term activistic act but is able to become an actual activist for change.  

  



Conclusion 

Capitalism in the West as we know it today has taught consumers to buy products in order to 
sustain themselves and society. This has led to the conspicuous consuming and producing of 
products that are destined to fail. The fashion system specifically relies on the mass 
consumption and so the mass production of garments to even exist. This way of striving for 
abundance has been proven to be significantly unsustainable in the long term.  

Since the 1920’s the terminology of passive consuming came into being, while powerful 
companies approached buying as a citizens’ most important right. Nevertheless, since capitalism 
is so dependent on mass-consumption and the West adheres a democracy policy, consumers, as 
a majority, have the ability to influence and eventually change the system towards a more slow, 
sustainable society. This can be achieved through the collective investment in sustainable 
products as well as the not-buying of products that are considered mass-produced or 
environmentally unfriendly. This would mean that the passive consumer would need to undergo 
a transformation to an active consumer.  

‘Activism’ refers to the ability of an activistic act to change history, provided the act is persisted 
through time. An ‘activistic act’ is a representation of the struggle for change and refers to a 
certain action. Whatever this action is and the change it may generate depends on a person’s 
context or ‘bubble’. This act can be short term and what the impact is of the act, can be 
significant on a smaller scale as well as on a larger scale.   
An ‘activist’ is potentially anyone who is able to recognise structures of power and understands 
that these structures are made and therefore changeable. This person realises that an activistic 
act towards a specific cause (often against the system of power), can generate change and is 
dedicated to this change for a longer period of time. Nevertheless, realising that change can 
happen through a specific action, requires knowledge and information that must be openly 
available. Otherwise, one is not able to change anything since the knowledge concerning the 
ability to change is simply non-existent.  

Concluding, the active consumer takes on the role of an activist when the act of active 
consuming is persevered for a longer period of time. Additionally, the consumer must be aware 
of the capitalistic power structure at play and realise that he/she is able to use his/her personal 
autonomy or agency to generate sustainable change. Furthermore, the person in question must 
see the virtue in using money (spending / not-spending) as a capitalistic tool to practice power 
over the powerful, since the general rule of capitalism is to spend. As opposed to, engaging 
solely in public striking, riots and protests.  
Consumers should not be seen, neither should see themselves, as objects that are seduced and 
merely there to provide profit and/or products to those in power. Consumers are people, who are 
able to think and feel for themselves, and as long as they live in a democracy, regardless of 
class, have the ability to change systematic unsustainable behaviour through their spending 
patterns… as long as there is perseverance!   
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