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Abstract

In the discourses of the electronic commerce (e-commerce) industry, con-
sumers are alleged to be empowered by the affective relations they establish
in anline communities. This article investigates this claim using a Foucauldian
archaeclogical framework. It seeks to identify the key social and histarical con-
ditions that have enabled this representation to appear and to become a viable
characterization. The question it examines is not whether consumers are actu-
ally empowered by e-commerce, but why it is deemed important to interro-
gate online consumers’ affective activity in terms of power,
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Within the discursive environment of electronic commerce, particularly
Web-based commerce, there are many claims of the empowered nature of
the consumer. Some of this empowerment is alleged to lie in the social rela-
tions built in commercial online communities. In e-commerce literature,
including industry, popular and academic sources, affectivity is adjudged a
key means for consumers to assert and develop their power relative to that
of producers. Questions can naturally be raised as to the validity of this
claim and the nature of these communities (for instance Fernback, 1997,
1999). However, the fundamental question for this article is not whether
the affective relations of e-commerce consumers are truly empowering, but
the issue of why this question exists in the first place. Why has the affectiv-
ity of consumers been recognized, represented and interrogated in terms of
power? What is it about contemporary socio-historical conditions that
makes it a reasonable statement to assert that online consumers are empow-
ered, and specifically that they are empowered through their affective
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relations? These questions, archaeological in a Foucauldian sense (Foucault,
1969/1972), allow us to reveal not the truth or falsity of affective consumer
empowerment, but the underlying environment that sustains it as a dis-
course.

The empowered e-commerce consumer

First, though, we must specify what the industry literature claims is empow-
ering about e-commerce. The fundamental argument is that consumers are
empowered by the interactive nature of the medium.! With the ability to
‘talk back’, to engage with the content rather than passively absorbing it,
the e-commerce consumer is viewed as exploiting and exploring a new
power dynamic berween themselves and producers. In effect, interactivity is
claimed to offer the consumer control of the consumption process. This
premise is the starting point for the literature of the e-commerce industry.
Murphy, for instance, begins Wedb Rules with the declaration that:

We're witnessing the greatest transition of power in history, one that will rake
power away from the mightiest corporations and social institutions and give it to

. consumers. That’s right, the consumer: you and me; our neighbors, parents,
and friends; even our enemies. In fact, we're already very powerful. Individual
consumers are gaining the power to shake corporate giants, to force politicians
to respond to our concerns, to demand a better bargain in the marketplace, and
to shape what's in the media. (2000: 1)

Many of these claims are associated with the opposition to traditional mar-
keting paradigms provided by the interactive medium. The unidirectional,
mass marketing message of advertising is alleged to be subverted by the
‘near-perfect’ information and feedback functions available to online con-
sumers (Tapscott et al., 2000). This shift to interactive consumers is
described by Bell executives John MacDonald and Jim Tobin as that from
a ‘couch potato’ model to a ‘couch commando’ scenario “where the con-
sumer takes control of the information environment’ (1998: 208). The uti-
lization of these technologies, it is argued, means the balance of
marketplace power markedly shifts to the consumer.

However, the conceptualization of empowerment through interactivity
in these arguments is based on a specific characterization of the consumer.
It is centred around the idea of consumers, not as a mass phenomenon, but
as unique individuals, with a range of specific and subjective wants and
desires. Most importantly though, this framework also relies on the con-
ceptualization of the consumer as a rational and self-interested creature
who actively seeks to maximize their returns from engagement with e-com-
merce producers. This idea of the self-interested consumer reaches its zenith
in discussions about the value of information generated and offered by cus-
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tomers online. Hagel and Rayport (1997/1999), for instance, argue that
consumers’ concern for privacy:

. has less to do with the desire to keep information about themselves confiden-
tial and more to do with the pragmatic assessment that the returns for the infor-
mation they divulge are, simply put, unsatisfactory. (1997/1999: 160; see also
Dancer, 1999; Schwartz, 1997: 85)

In e-commerce discourses it is assumed that the individual, driven by a
range of preferences, makes rational decisions when seeking to satisfy
those predetermined tastes. The role of the producer is to accommodate,
predict and facilitate this satisfaction. This has resulted in an industry
emphasis on Customer Relationship Management (CRM) technologies
which offer personalized service to accommodate the unique preferences of
individual users. From this perspective, it is ultimately an individual con-
sumer’s self-interest that is assumed to dictate the processes of electronic
commerce.

Community and the empowered consumer

However, there is a competing tendency within the discourses of e-
commerce which is of more interest here. Rather than being conceived
solely in isolation, and acting in an entirely rational, self-serving fashion, e-
commerce consumers are also represented as embedded within social rela-
tions which impact upon their decision-making and consumption
behaviour. These communities are also considered a site of consumer
power.

It is argued by Kozinets that online communities of consumption are
‘becoming important arenas for organizing consumer resistance’. These
eroups, he says, can engage in ‘transformational interactions aimed directly
at the marketer” {1999).

Empowered by information exchange and emboldened by relational interactions,

consumers will use their online activities to actively judge consumption offerings,

and increasingly resist what they see as misdirected mass mailings, or their online

variant, ‘spam’. (1999)

A preliminary analysis of online community by Fischer et al. also revealed
that Internet-based consumption communities are not empowering simply
because of the ‘access to information they provide but because of the sense
of collective identity forged with other consumers’ (1996: 181). Through
recognizing a common interest, consumers can gain a greater collective
voice with which to speak out, for or against a consumer good or service.
As Kozinets neatly summarizes: ‘Organizations of consumers can make suc-
cessful demands on marketers that individuals cannot’ (1999).

This politicization of consumers can take the simple form of ‘word of
mouth’. Online, consumers can easily inform other consumers about a
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product, or their experience with a service or company. Social networks can
be used to quickly disseminate negative and potentially damaging informa-
tion. Thus, despite often intense loyalty to a brand, the interrelationship
and camaraderie of consumption community members can lead them to be
quick to organize and challenge a company’s practice deemed inappropri-
ate or counter to consumer desires (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001). In this
way, online consumption community members build up a range of tools for
resistance.

What can be considered empowering about online community is, then,
the opportunity it offers for collective resistance to the mass marketing
model. Through online community, marketing can become more an
exchange between peers than the manipulation of ignorant users by corpo-
rations. The transgressive nature of this practice reaches its peak in the peer-
to-peer model associated with file exchange networks such as Napster
(Rimmer, 2001).

Network economics
However, online communities do not necessarily offend corporate sensibil-
ities, nor subvert the capitalist process in the manner attributed to Napster.
The role of communities in the field of ‘viral marketing” — a method in
which advertising is spread by users not the originator (Houghton, 2000;
Porter, 2000) - cannot be overlooked. Furthermore, most online communi-
ties are not oppositional to commercial imperatives but are simply forums
for consumers to share information and experiences, often facilitated by the
company itself. These can be directly or indirectly related to the products
associated with a company. Fabric, craft and home interiors retailer
Spotlight (www.spotlight.com.au), to cite one example, features a breast
cancer support network among its other product-related groups and bul-
letin boards (Barker, 2001). Community facilitation is also a core commer-
cial function of many (relatively) successful Internet-based businesses such
as AOL (www.aol.com) and Yahoo! Geocities (geocities.yahoo.com/).
However, on sites where community is not the central concern, it is nev-
ertheless not a mere token or marginal addendum to the main commercial
transaction. Relationships between consumers are considered fundamental
to the economic model of the Internet or ‘network economics’. Evans and
Wurster put the argument succinctly: ‘In a networked market, the greater
the number of people connected, the greater the value of being connected,
thus creating network economies of scale® (1997/1999: 29, original empha-
sis). It is argued that because information — the resource of the World Wide
Web medium - is non-depletable (Evans and Wurster, 2000: 13}, it does not
suffer from the problem of scarcity associated with other resources. Instead
it is driven by the interlinked phenomena of increasing returns and network
effects. The law of increasing returns argues that once a company has



Jarrete: Labour of love 339

absorbed the cost of making the first digital ‘copy’, the marginal reproduc-
tion cost increasingly approaches zero (Evans and Wurster, 2000: 13;
Tapscott et al., 2000: 3-6). Thus significant economies emerge and returns
dramatically increase when a critical mass of consumers coalesces at a web-
site to absorb the sunk costs of production.

The importance of network effects is that the value of information, and
the network within which it is transmitted, actually increases through
widespread use. This is likened to the increased worth afforded a stand-
alone telephone or fax machine by its interconnection with other instru-
ments and users (Evans and Wurster, 1997/1999: 29). It is the positivity of
the feedback loop of increasing returns and nerwork effects which leads
Wired editor Kevin Kelly to declare that in networks such as the Internet
‘we find self-reinforcing virtuous circles. Each additional member increases
the nerwork’s value, which in turn attracts more members, initiating a spiral
of benefits’ (1998: 25). Thus, rather than suffering depreciation from a mul-
tiplicity of users, e-commerce sites instead gain in value.

Within this economic framework, facilitation of user communities is
considered a fundamental requirement. It is also deemed a means of adding
value to the information commodity, devalued by its inherent reproducibil-
ity. Community adds a unique value to an online commercial enterprise
which differentiates it from its competitors (Shapiro and Varian, 1999).
Furthermore, cultivating loyalty and emotional investment through com-
munity provides a means of increasing site ‘stickiness’ — the amount of time
a consumer spends engaged with a site — and also the ‘switching costs’ for
that consumer — the costs incurred by users when required to shift tech-
nologies, or brands (Armstrong and Hagel, 1996; Tapscott, 1998). This has
a cyclical nature. The greater the consumer investment in the online com-
munity, the more value they will find in the site, reinforcing that original
investment. Over time, the added value of community relationships can ren-
der a website indispensable to a consumer. This logic leads Sprint executive
Robba Benjamin (1998) to argue that community is the true ‘killer app.’ of
cyberspace. It is the key element that allows a company to ‘build customer
loyalty to a degree that today’s marketers can only dream of and, in turn,
generate strong economic returns’ (Armstrong and Hagel, 1996).

This approach has been utilized, if not spearheaded, by Amazon.com
(www.amazon.com). The *‘Amazon experience’ has gone beyond allowing
customers to interact with the database of books but has also deliberately
advanced:

. the idea of creating a conmmunity of customers. The company fostered this
clubby feeling by encouraging readers to write and submit book reviews (which
Amazon.com would post on the website). This *audience participation’ gave
readers the feeling that they were making a contribution ... (Spector, 2000: 78;
own emphasis)
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Online auction site eBay’s {www.ebay.com) relative economic success is also
argued to be partly caused by the network effects created by the social
nature of the auction process (Blankenhorn, 2001; Boyd, 2002). Don
Tapscott (1999) also describes how the social ‘values’ and norms of the
eBay user community have produced the reliable sales environments that
have enabled the essentially unregulated retail service to flourish.

The crucial feature of network economics, then, is that value resides in
the web of relationships a company fosters rather than its internal logic or
its assets (Kelly, 1998: 26). This necessarily places the consumer, and specif-
ically the affective connections of that consumer, at the core of any com-
mercial enterprise operating in the network economy. This framework leads
Gerry McGovern, CEQO of Internet knowledge management company Nua
(www.nua.com), to conclude that:

Amazon.com is not in the ‘business’ of selling books. Microsoft is not in the busi-
ness of making software. Yahoo is not in the directory business. America Online
is not an online service provider. To one degree or another, all of the above com-
panies are in the business of creating and servicing communities. (1999: 126)

Given this emphasis on community in the discourses of the industry,
what also lies at the heart of the e-commerce consumer is affect.
Consumers’ emotional responses to online communities help breed lovalty
to a company and the value-adding for an online product is centrally con-
cerned with this emotionality. Clearly then the e-commerce consumer is
conceptualized not only as a rational, self-interested individual in the indus-
try literature, but also and vitally, one inherently concerned with and
engaged in social relationships.

Producing affect

It is this emphasis on affect that has led some theorists to argue that e-com-
merce can be characterized as an ‘attention economy’ (Goldhaber, 1997a)
or a ‘high-tech gift economy’ (Barbrook, 1998). Despite the divergent opin-
ions expressed during the debate on this topic in the online journal First
Monday (see Aigrain, 1997; Barbrook, 1998; Ghosh, 1997; Goldhaber,
1997a), the basic argument was that ‘something beyond economics’ was the
motive behind the Internet (Ghosh, 1998). Online exchange in these con-
ceptualizations is driven, not by abstract and standardized monetary value,
but by more intangible and elusive values. The often cited source for this
lies in the hacker and open-source computing cultures which are not driven
by monetary gain, but by social values such as status, social recognition and
self-realization {see Himanen, 2001; Soderberg, 2002). This corresponds,
for instance, with the practice of the more traditionally commercial eBay
user community, in which status is signalled not by wealth or fame but by
the feedback from other users (Lee, 2001).
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Within these kinds of conceprualizations, the e-commerce consumer is
‘re-embedded’ in the symbolic dimensions of social relations. This places
the practices of that consumer in a particular role. Online consumption,
conceived as a social act, becomes less about material gain but about social
identity, its manifestations, expression and codification. It is, therefore,
about the:

... long-term process by which consumers appropriate goods and services in
direct repudiation of the massive and unattractive institutional forces of capital-
ism, the state, and, increasingly, science, which had created the goods. (Miller,
1998: 193)

Socially oriented consumption, as Miller argues, ‘negates’ the alienation
and abstraction presupposed by capitalist economics, providing the creativ-
ity and flexibility to allow ‘societies, small groups and even individuals to
return to thar act of self-construction of the species being that is the defini-
tion of human culture within dialectical theory’ (Miller, 1998: 193). The
‘re-embedded’ e-commerce consumer is represented as playing a similar cre-
ative and constitutive role in the construction of their world. These aspects
of the industry discourse thus represent the affective consumer as an active
participant in the commercial process, but importantly with a power which
is productive.

In e-commerce, that productive power can take on a very material form.
Amazon.com for instance uses contributions by its consumers as unpaid
content. As already noted, by allowing users to ‘write their own review’,
Amazon was attempting to create a sense of community. However, as
Spector also points out:

. amore pressing reason was that the Amazon.com website had all this white-
space to fill so it needed a way to generate more content. By having customers
write their own reviews — positive or negative — Amazon.com was able to spark
some intellectual dialogue as well as add (free to Amazon.com) content to pages
that would otherwise be virtually blank. (2000: 131-2)

eBay similarly, and most successfully, utilizes the input of consumers, solely
relying on users, whether functioning as sellers or buyers, to ‘take on most
of the work, cost, and risk” (Tapscott et al., 2000: 43).

However, it is also specifically through affect that consumers produce
value. This has been a central platform of online community aggregators
such as Geocities and AOL. As Postigo (2001) describes, the labour pool of
these organizations that provide online services for the facilitation of com-
munity interaction includes end users, web page viewers, open source pro-
grammers and community moderators, many of whom can be considered
volunteer labour. They work for the ‘love of” and emotional investment in
the communities they moderate. For AOL, as much as 30 percent of its US
$6.9 billion revenue for the year 2000 was estimated to be sourced in the
online communication component staffed by volunteers (Grove et al.,
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2001). Forbes magazine further calculated that AODs use of volunteer
labour rather than paid workers saved the company over US $1 billion in
expenses during its first nine years of operation (Raymond, 2001). For
AOL, the value of the volunteer labour of group moderators and commu-
nity leaders is profound. As this example so clearly reveals, the affectivity
of consumers in e-commerce amounts to a form of productive labour; no
longer merely an act of consumption in the sense of ‘using up’, but a cre-
ative act of production.

Archaeology of productive affect

Having divined the role of affect in e-commerce and its relationship to con-
cepts of consumer productive power as proposed in the industry literature,
the Foucauldian question remains: what are the social and historical condi-
tions of possibility that make this claim a tenable proposition? On the sim-
plest of levels we can argue thar the notion of a productive consumer is a
necessary framework in neoliberal economics. The re-emergence and dom-
inance of classical liberal economic and political frameworks have been
argued extensively (see Barry, 1987; Hall and Jacques, 1990; Keat and
Abercrombie, 1991; Levitas, 1986), and in most Western countries, partic-
ularly Australia, the United States and Britain, it has become the dominant
socioeconomic framework. In this paradigm consumers are necessarily cast
in a powerful role. Laissez-faire markets, controlled by the ‘invisible hand’
of the price mechanism, place a premium on the input of consumers. Under
ideal conditions the consumer in liberal economics is at liberty, empowered
if you will, to produce, challenge and modify the value of goods.

However, this role has been enhanced by recent developments in the
form of the capitalist political economy. The productive power of con-
sumers is inherently linked to the symbolic nature of consumer goods
(Baudrillard, 1981; Featherstone, 1991) and the rise of promotional culture
(Wernick, 1991). As the Fordist paradigm has progressed and as its
arguable extension post-Fordism has emerged,” the mass consumption
model has become increasingly fragmented. The shift to flexible production
systems in response to the crisis of over-accumulation identified in the
1970s (Harvey, 1990; Lash and Urry, 1987; Lee, 1993) has permitted and
depended upon an acceleration in product innovation. In turn, this has
increased the possibilities for consumer goods turnover and the exploration
of specialized niche markets. Just as mass production had as its necessary
corollary mass consumption, flexible production has flexible consumption
as its companion.

In accordance, post-Fordism has been accompanied by a greater atten-
tion to changing fashions and aesthetics (Featherstone, 1991; Harvey, 1990:
156). Lee {1993) points out that one effect of this shift has been the emer-
gence of the ‘experiential good’ as a key commodity form. What is often on
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sale in the contemporary marketplace is not necessarily a material good, but
a non-material and thus symbolic, affective experience. This, Lee argues,
explains the nature of contemporary advertising and its ‘concentration
upon style, form and image, rather than use-value, content and substance’
(1993: 154).

However, when driven by symbolic values in this way, the economy
places increased demands on producers. As Abercrombie (1994) points out,
if consumption is inherently about meaning, there is immanent potential for
struggle.

Producers try to commodify meaning, that is try to make images and symbols

into things which can be b()-ught and sold. Consumers, on the other hand, try to

give their own, new, meanings to the commodities and services that they buy.

(1994: 51)

Abercrombie argues that in consumers’ play with meanings and identities
through and with consumer goods, the ‘authority’ of the producer to fully
determine value is undermined (1991, 1994). Vitally though, this authority
does not disappear but slides towards the consumer. Within this cultural
framework, the consumer becomes understood, at least in relation to the
producer-dominated mass market paradigm, as a more powerful partici-
pant in the productive process. The absolute distinction between produc-
tion (active) and consumption {passive) is untenable in this regime. Thus,
the consumer in the post-Fordist, liberal economic paradigm is necessarily
recognized as active and productive rather than passive and manipulated.

\

S/he is not merely a consumer, but a ‘pro-sumet

Immaterial labour
Yet this ‘decline of the culture of production’ (Abercrombie, 1991) within the
post-Fordist economy doesn’t simply highlight the productive power of con-
sumers. More specifically it highlights the productive power of the affect of
consumers. As the producer culture has been undermined, the emphasis has
shifted from product and manufacturing best practice toward selling. In his
analysis of book publishing cultures, Abercrombie (1991) contends that
much of this is due to the growing importance of commercial considerations
over and above those of wider cultural involvement such as artistic or edu-
cational imperatives. However, a secondary index of the decline of producer
culture has been the ‘shift in authority and power in companies from those
directly concerned with production to those who are essentially concerned
with other aspects of the company’ (1991: 177). Key here is the promotional
machinery, typified by the marketing department, directly tying companies
and their goods to consumer preferences (see also Wernick, 1991).

As encapsulated in the notion of branding, the rise of these industries has
been associated with a rise in the ‘immaterial labour’” of consumers which
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produces the ‘cultural content’” of the commodity (Lazzarato, n.d.).
Successful brand advertising is about focusing on the advantage gained
when tangible product characteristics are integrated with symbols, mean-
ings, images and feelings from a culture, to create a brand that is loved
(Davidson, 1992: 26-7; see also Hakim, 2002: McAllister, 1996). Whart is
central to brands then is the emotional relationship between consumers and
products or companies — the immaterial labour of the consumer. Goodwill
towards brands, which developed along with industrialized manufacturing
and was reinvigorated by Fordist economics (Klein, 2001: 7), has arguably
become even more important in contemporary times. As products have
become increasingly technically interchangeable, markets have become
‘battlegrounds’ of added value rather than functionality (Davidson, 1992:
24). The lovalty and affect of consumers consequently have significant
salience. This valorization of brands can be evidenced in the 1988 purchase
of Kraft by Philip Morris for US $12.6 billion, six times what the company
was worth on paper. The inflated price, however, was due solely to the value
of the name “Kraft® and its cultural and social associations (Klein, 2001:
7—8). This is the economic value of the labour of the consumer.

As Negri argues, in a post-Fordist economy marked by immarterial
labour and branded promotional culture, the distinction berween “produc-
tive labour’ and ‘unproductive labour” is blurred (1996, 1999). This, cou-
pled with the relative decline of extractive/manufacturing industries and its
material labour power (at least as physically located in Western economies),
has rendered traditional means of understanding the value of labour unten-
able.? Instead:

. productive labour is no longer considered *that which directly produces capi-
tal’, but that which reproduces society — from this point of view, its separation
from unproductive labour is completely dislocated. (Negri, 1996: 157)

The contemporary political economy has thus been brought to ‘recognize
that value is formed in the relation of affect, that affect has fundamental
productive qualifications’ (Negri, 1999: 86; see also Hardt, 1999).

We can contend that the affective, and consequently productive, con-
sumer is the necessary corollary of these shifts within the practices and con-
ceptual frameworks of capitalism. Thus, consumers empowered by their
social networking such as those in e-commerce, are not in opposition to the
capitalist process, but rather are a contingent property of it. This is not to
argue that the affective relations of online consumers are in any way ‘false’,
or solely the product of manipulation by producers (Boorsook, 2000;
Fernback, 1997, 1999). Negri himself argues that despite, or perhaps
because of, its relationship to capital, greart radical potential lies in the cre-
ativity of the living labour of the social worker (1996). In the model utilized
here, it is not impossible for the emotional and social satisfactions of com-



Jarrete: Labour of love 345

mercial online communities to be ‘real’ but nevertheless be implicated in the
regime of accumulation.

Social power

However, what is vet to be explained is how it is possible for the produc-
tive power of affective consumers to be cast as a socially, rather than merely
economically significant power. To understand this, it is important to rec-
ognize the concomitant shifts in the loci of social power that have accom-
panied the move into a post-Fordist paradigm. The shifting mode of
regulation associated with these changes has also given rise to practices
which challenge established cultural hegemonies. This has been particularly
significant for the idea of class struggle as a centre for social power. To sum-
marize a vast array of arguments (see Ewen, 1976; Featherstone, 1991;
Harvey, 1990; Lash and Urry, 1987; Lee, 1993; Negri, 1996; Offe, 1983;
Sassen, 1998), the process of developing a class-bound identity has been
increasingly problematized throughout the Fordist/post-Fordist era.
Traditional identities centred on intergenerational lineage, localized and
place-bound community have been decentred by the industrialization pro-
cess. The fragmentation and ‘loss’ of artisanal skills produced by the Fordist
workplace, particularly in its Taylorist model, as well as the shift from land
to cities and then suburbs, have also changed the parameters through which
identity can be constructed. We can also point to the breakdown of meta-
narratives initiated by modernism which have, if not invalidated, certainly
delimited the authority and legitimacy of traditional cultural institutions
such as the state and the Church. The fixity of identity offered by all of
these institutions is no longer a given and, subsequently, the acceptance of
class as a rigid and unopposed source of social identity is less tenable. Also,
increased relative wages and the correspondent possibilities for consump-
tion, along with rising educational levels, have further destabilized occupa-
tional class as a key identifier and source of political power.

Community vs society

Instead, different avenues for the expression and exertion of social identity
have been opened. New cultural and political identities have emerged along
with communities of interest attached to them. For instance, the student
uprisings of 1968 can be understood as the culmination of movements
away from a cultural consensus based on traditional, hierarchical values.
This moment is also used as shorthand to mark a more general movement
towards a multiplication of valid ideological and political viewpoints. On
the back of rising educational levels and dissatisfaction with the welfare sys-
tem, those excluded from the model utilized in the administration of
Fordism - those outside the white nuclear patriarchal family model = began
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to protest their exclusion. As Harvey notes:

The counter-cultural critiques and practices of the 1960s therefore paralleled
movements of the excluded minorities and the critique of depersonalized bureau-
cratic rationality. All these threads of opposition began to fuse into a strong cul-
tural-political movement at the very moment when Fordism as an economic
system appeared to be at its apogee. (1990: 139)

The emergence of multiple critical viewpoints has had significant conse-
quences for expressions of solidarity in society. Hebdige argues that
. the legacy of 1968 is of course, itself, contradictory. The student uprisings
highlighted the decline of workerism, productivism and hierarchical, centralised
party politics. But they also heralded the growing importance of cultural and
identity politics, the politics of gender, race and sexuality, the ecology and auton-
omy movements. (1990: 87-8)

The new hubs for social movements which have emerged from these
changes are notably not the broad, mass-based political communities, but
smaller, fluid and often issue-specific groups. In this way, as Rose argues
(1996, 1999, 2000), the emphasis has shifted from political power as a fea-
ture of society and moved towards the idea of community. He argues that:

Affiliation to communities of lifestyle through the practices of consumption dis-
places older devices of habit formation that enjoined obligations upon citizens as
part of their social responsibilities. (1996: 343]

As a consequence, the locus for social responsibility and obligation is now
increasingly centred upon smaller, localized communities of interest.
Contemporary social power is more likely to be conceived as resident
within the politics of personal community associations than the impersonal
politics of the state or nation {see also Castells, 1997).

Hebdige continues to argue that this breakdown of the mass cultural
consensus facilitates the move from a mass consumption society to one
predicated on smaller, differentiated niche markets. In the ensuing absence
of ‘the mass’, the language of marketing and its ability to classify social
types become increasingly important. “We may’, as Hebdige says, ‘find such
forms of knowledge immoral, objectionable or sinister’, however they do
‘actively create and sustain one version of the social’ (1990: 89, original
emphasis) from which to practise resistance. The significance of Hebdige's
claim lies in its revelation of the possibility of new sources of social power
based not on fixed, mass identity but on market-based identities (see also
Mort, 1990). In this way, it becomes possible to see how consumer practice
can be understood as a socially powerful force. But the argument can be
extended. With the rhetoric and practices of a minimized neoliberal state,
whose regulatory interventions into the market are deemed illegitimate,
consumer power becomes a real proposition.* Couple this with the de-
valorization of production and the correlative emphasis on consumption in
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contemporary society, and exercising power can be more readily under-
stood as invoking the ‘exit’ strategy of the consumer, rather than as a tra-
ditional mass-organized political power.

Thus, the ‘communities of affect” which populate the e-commerce envi-
ronment are not only produced by the Fordist regime of accumulation,
reaching greater and more significant expression in its post-Fordist form.
They are also capable of being conceptualized as exerting social power
because of this historical background. The affective, empowered consumer
is embedded in the recognition of consumer productive power inherent in
demand-side economic frameworks, heightened by the increasing signifi-
cance of affectivity in a symbolic economy. But it is also more than this. The
fragmentation of social life, labour and meta-narratives throughout the
modernist, Fordist and Keynesian regime, have resulted in an environment
in which the possibility for social change can be directly related to con-
sumption. Through the socio-cultural movements brought about by these
shifts within and from a Fordist regime of accumulation, it has become pos-
sible to ‘know” consumption not only as a socially bound act, but also, and
consequently, as a socially powerful one.

It is this set of conditions that has allowed the empowered e-commerce
consumer, specifically as a creature of affect, to emerge and register as a ten-
able proposition. This is of course not to argue that this character has an
actual or effectual existence, but to work towards an understanding of how
and why the e-commerce industry has fostered this figure at this moment in
history. This framework allows, then, a different set of interventions from
those offered in the debate about the validity of the industry’s claims. We
no longer need to view it as an attempt to instil a ‘false consciousness’ by
producers. Instead, the empowered and affective e-commerce consumer
becomes a contingent, and therefore contestable, feature of contemporary
cultural life.

Notes

1 The specifics, evidence and archaeology of this aspect of consumer empowerment
are outside the scope of this article. The following is a very brief summary of
arguments within my forthcoming PhD> thesis.

In this article I do not intend to engage with the debate on the validity of the dis-
tinction between Fordism and post-Fordism, but instead use the latter term to
refer to the typical contemporary form of capitalist production as described in
Kumar (1995).

This is not to posit that the political economy does not attempt to measure.
Market research and television ratings are two key examples of the political
economy measuring audience affect. However, as Negri points out, this process
is essentially self-defeating. It ‘flattens, controls, and commands the production
of subjectivity on a disembodied horizon. Labor (attention) is here subsumed,
stripping it from value (of the subject), that is, from affect’ (1999: 79).
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4 Whether or not it is an effective power is not under consideration, but only
whether it becomes possible to think of consumption as an act with determining
power.
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